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Abstract 
This study explored several works of historical fiction 
focused on slavery in the United States written by African-
Americans for middle-level children. This exploration juxtaposed 
portrayals of female slaves developed by African-American female 
authors with portrayals created by African-American male 
authors. Historical fiction for children and young adults was 
collected and analyzed using literary criticism and literary 
theory that is interpretive in nature. Several key themes of the 
literature were identified as critical to understanding the 
slave experiences of black women in the United States. A 
combination of critical race theory and critical black feminism 
served as the theoretical lenses from which the portrayals were 
critiqued. The research suggested the importance of 
understanding the historical contributions of black girls and 
women to our country during the ante- and post-bellum eras. The 
use of historical fiction to supplement the social studies and 
American history curricula for middle grade youth was 
recommended.   
Keywords: slavery, chattel slavery, U.S. slavery, female 
slaves, slave portrayals, children’s literature, young adult 
literature, historical fiction, African-American authors, 
critical race theory, critical black feminism, black feminist 
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 Depictions of blacks in literature for children have 
historically been an issue of contention (Sims, 1982; 
Brown, 1933; Cooperative Children’s Book Center, 2013b; 
Martin, 2004; Taxel, 1986). In many cases, black images 
were nonexistent in the literature, or the images were 
stereotypical and perpetuated negative attitudes against 
blacks, which was detrimental to both black and white 
children (Larrick, 1965; Martin, 2004; Mathis, 1977). 
Accordingly, the imperative has been, and continues to be, 
for parents and teachers to make literature available to 
children that exposes them to authentic and accurate 
portrayals of diverse groups of people (Nodelman & Reimer, 
2003; Taxel, 1982).  
The use of diverse literature in the classroom is 
critically important because social studies textbooks tend 
to offer minimal coverage of history topics, leaving little 
time to study a topic in depth (Ladson-Billings, 2003; 
Loewen, 2010, p. 19-21). Quality literature, in the form of 
trade books, can supplement an overcrowded history or 
social studies curriculum (Tunnell & Ammon, 1993). In the 
same vein as people of color, women and girls have 
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experienced problematic portrayals in literature and 
textbooks, such as being reflected in school materials 
exhibiting stereotypical behaviors or being relegated to 
limited roles (Peterson & Lach, 1990; Taxel, 1986). As 
such, the problem this study addressed is the 
intersectionality of race and gender in representations of 
black women and girls in historical fiction for children, 
principally female slave experiences during the time of 
chattel slavery in the United States.  
Slavery has largely been considered an assault on 
black manhood in which the concept of the African male was 
transformed into a concept of the African-American male due 
to the forced relinquishing of autonomy and the ongoing 
degradation, marginalization, and emasculation that 
resulted (Black, 1997). In the “Acknowledgements” of 
Discovering the Women in Slavery, Morton (1996) declared, 
“even up to the relatively recent past American 
historiography has still largely portrayed American slavery 
history as if women’s experiences and roles could be 
subsumed under those of men” (p. ix). Despite the fact that 
in recent decades historians have uncovered records and 
narratives that expound on the experiences of black women 
in history, much of the history had been lost because it 
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was initially considered unimportant (Hine & Thompson, 
1998, p. 4).  
In this study I foregrounded the history of black 
women during slavery as portrayed by African American 
authors in selections of historical fiction for middle-
level readers. This study examined ways in which slavery 
and the female slave experience is disseminated in this 
literature and sought to illuminate ways in which this kind 
of literature can supplement the social studies curriculum 
to provide rich opportunities for learning that are 
inclusive of the contributions of black women in America. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this interpretive study was to describe 
the portrayals of slavery within historical fiction written 
by African-American authors for middle-level children. The 
central focus was to analyze representations of female 
slave experiences written by African-American female 
authors compared with those written by African-American 
male authors. Moreover, an intention for this study was to 
determine the efficacy of integrating historical fiction in 
the social studies curriculum as a supplement for 
contentious topics such as chattel slavery, particularly 
the ways in which girls and women experienced the 
  4	  
institution in the United States. Likewise, this study was 
purposed to provide a counter narrative relative to this 
era in American history.  
Context/Background 
I was born in Chicago in the late sixties, but by the 
early seventies I was living in a much smaller Central 
Illinois city. I know firsthand what it is like to move 
from a large metropolitan area with ready access to 
museums, aquariums, bookstores, and cultural venues, to a 
much smaller city with few cultural outlets. To compensate 
for the absence of cultural enrichment, I entertained 
myself with books from school and from the public library 
in my new hometown. My mom made sure that she and I took 
regular trips to the local library. She was an avid reader 
with high expectations that I would also be a reader.  
Stories have played a significant role in my life, 
including my intellectual growth and development. Stories 
have influenced my self-concept and helped shape my 
cultural and ethnic identities (Giorgis & Glaze, 2013, p. 
201 & p. 203-204). As a child, I read often and loved 
reading books in most genres; nevertheless, I longed for 
literature that told stories of little girls who shared 
experiences similar to mine. Born of a Nigerian father and 
an African American mother, there were few options for 
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literature that framed the bicultural life I initially led 
or the identity I assumed as an African American girl 
growing up in Central Illinois during my years in 
elementary, middle, and high schools.   
Some of the books by and/or about African-Americans 
that I recall with fondness are Jane Wagner’s J.T. (Wagner, 
1969), which was produced as a CBS afterschool television 
special and won a Peabody Award in 1970. J.T. was a wayward 
black boy who turned his life around when he found himself 
caring for an injured kitten. Though I only made a surface 
level connection to the main character, I enjoyed the story 
because I have always been a cat lover and love most cat 
stories. However, I was fascinated by the portrayal of a 
black child influenced to change his behavior by caring for 
and protecting a living thing. 
Phillip Hall Likes Me. I Reckon Maybe (Greene, 1974) 
was also a memorable read for me because I could identify 
with the black female character named Beth, a sixth grader 
– which was about the same grade I was in when I read the 
book. This 1975 Newbery Honor book was about Beth’s 
childhood experiences in sixth grade that revolved around a 
crush she has on classmate Phillip Hall. In following 
excerpt, Beth was upset with Phillip for sitting with 
Gordon on the school bus instead of sitting with her. When 
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Beth and Phillip got off at the same bus stop to walk the 
remainder of the route home, he spoke to her:  
Phillip dimpled a smile. “Oh, you is mad, Beth 
Lambert. You is mad, Mad, MAD! Ain’t that right?” 
“That is right, Mister Phillip best-in-the-
class Hall. You all the time rather be sitting 
with Gordon and laughing with Gordon and telling 
him that I’m not your friend. And that makes me 
mad. Mad. Mad. MAD!” 
Phillip reached up and pulled a leaf from an 
elm. “You is my friend all right.” 
“I am…truly?” 
Phillip looked down at his shoes and nodded. 
“Sure. ‘Cause after you finish up the chores on 
your farm, I’m going to let you come visit. I’m 
going to let you brush down my cows.” 
“See you directly,” I called as I started 
running to catch up with Anne. My chores 
shouldn’t take long. And then probably I could go 
over to Phillip Hall’s. Sweet Phillip. I had to 
get him something very special for his eleventh 
birthday. What? (Greene, 1974, p. 9-10) 
 
Even though Beth continued to have a crush on Phillip 
throughout the entire book, she finally realized that she 
was playing ‘second fiddle’ to Phillip to win his 
affections and began to reassert herself and reclaim her 
spunk – even if it meant he would not like her anymore. 
This was an important epiphany for Beth, and it was an 
important notion for me to consider as a preteen that girls 
did not have to change who they were to win the affections 
of boys. At the end of the story, Beth and Phillip remained 
friends. I thought that both characters still had some 
maturing to do, but I was also hopeful that they would be 
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able to work together more harmoniously. The underlying 
theme of this book—that you do not have to change who you 
are to meet someone else’s needs—is one that remained 
pertinent to me as I headed to middle school where boys 
moved up on the priority list for many of my girlfriends.  
As an adult, I read Phillip Hall Likes Me with a more 
critical eye and noticed the tinges of sexism that 
permeated the book; and, Greene’s writing of gender roles 
from the standpoint of little black children was troubling 
for me at times, especially with Beth so easily fooled by 
Phillip’s “dimpled smile” or his cuteness. However, it was 
still a favorite childhood read of mine, especially because 
there were so few books available for me to read starring 
black female protagonists.  
Another favorite story during my sixth grade year was 
The Young Landlords (Myers, 1979) by Walter Dean Myers. The 
protagonist was a black boy named Paul. Paul and his 
friends, including two girls named Gloria and Jeannie, 
become unintended landlords for a neighborhood building in 
Harlem occupied by odd and interesting residents. I still 
own my original copy of this book and love the themes of 
friendship, responsibility, and leadership that Myers 
filtered through an array of colorful characters.  
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Subsequently, I was accidentally introduced to author 
Virginia Hamilton around the sixth grade. I had visited the 
local public library and picked up a book that had black 
people on the cover – two children (a girl and a boy) and a 
tall, elegant woman with a heightened Afro that formed a 
crown-like appearance on her head. In reading this story, 
titled Zeely (Hamilton, 1967), I realized that the author 
was equating beauty with African-ness. This was a new 
literary experience for me. An example of an aesthetic 
sentiment from the book reads: 
Zeely Tayber was more than six and a half feet 
tall, thin, deeply dark as a pole of Ceylon ebony 
(Hamilton, 1967, Chapter 5, para. 11, Kindle 
Paperwhite version).  
 
She had high cheekbones and her eyes seemed to 
turn in on themselves. Geeder couldn’t say what 
expression she saw on Zeely’s face. She knew only 
that it was calm, and that it had pride in it, 
and that the face was the most beautiful she had 
ever seen (Hamilton, 1967, Chapter 5, para. 12, 
Kindle Paperwhite version).  
 
I found it interesting that Geeder, the girl on the 
cover of the book and the story’s young female protagonist, 
assumed that Zeely must be an African queen. As I read the 
book, I found myself wishing for Zeely to be an African 
queen as much as Geeder was. Reading Zeely (Hamilton, 1967) 
confirmed for me that being a queen was more about what was 
on the inside than the outside. On the outside, I was a 
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tall, skinny, dark-skinned girl with slanted eyes and what 
some categorized as high cheekbones. I had never been 
considered pretty by society’s standards or the standards 
of my peer group; thus, I welcomed a narrative like Zeely. 
Giorgis and Glaze (2013) discussed the way self-concept is 
tied to one’s heritage and that books representing 
characters of varying ethnic backgrounds is key to the 
social development of young children (p. 203-204). The 
special impact of my father being from West Africa caused 
me to internalize the ridicule about my name and my 
father’s accent, but Zeely helped me feel personally valued 
and affirmed in a way that I had not expected prior to 
reading Hamilton’s pioneering novella.  
Although it was often difficult to secure books that 
reflected experiences similar to mine, I was fortunate to 
have a mother who took advantage of the local public 
library, which provided opportunities for me to select 
titles on my own. A book like Zeely (Hamilton, 1967) was 
not one to which I would have been introduced through the 
school reading program. Yet, it would have been an 
important book for me to experience as a read-aloud or 
classroom trade book for the benefit of majority students, 
male students, and other black students in the classroom—
some of who participated in teasing me about being African.  
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Blacks and Africans have historically been portrayed 
stereotypically in literary and historical texts; and, 
though Zeely (Hamilton, 1967) is categorized as realistic 
fiction, the importance of this genre equates to the 
importance of historical fiction as a mechanism to counter 
the social construction of difference that allowed my being 
part African with a clearly African moniker, and thus truly 
African-American, to be viewed as further outside the 
mainstream than those who were identified as black only 
(Botelho & Rudman, 2009, p. 17). In part, due to the actual 
and forced link to Africa, I yearned for a greater 
selection of literature that depicted Africans and African-
Americans as multi-dimensional, especially with regard to 
their plight in slavery.   
As an instructor of literacy courses in the education 
department at a small, private, liberal arts university in 
the Midwest, I have found ways to integrate critical 
readings of literature by and about people of color. One 
way is through virtual literature circles, which requires 
small groups of pre-service teachers to choose reading from 
select children’s titles and focus online discussions on 
complex or controversial issues and themes presented in the 
books (Daniels, 2002). Selections of multicultural 
literature could include titles such as Yummy: the Last 
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Days of a Southside Shorty (Neri, 2010), Leon’s Story 
(Tillage, 1997), Esperanza Rising (Ryan, 2000), and Inside 
Out and Back Again (Lai, 2011). Pre-service teachers write 
about and share their reactions to the texts with each 
other, formulate questions for which they want to discuss, 
and identify topics for which they need to find out more 
information. 
Another method I have used to integrate quality 
multicultural literature into my teaching is through multi-
genre research projects. Pre-service teachers read 
children’s books about an historical figure, event, or era. 
Next, they complete follow-up research to gain background 
knowledge on the figure, event, or era. Then, pre-service 
teachers respond to what they learned during the research 
and after reading the children’s book by using various 
writing genres that depict different perspectives on that 
figure, event, or era (Putz, 2006). For example, a pre-
service teacher might choose to read the children’s book 
The Great Migration: An American Story (Lawrence, 1993) as 
the catalyst for their research into the topic of the Great 
Migration. Once they have conducted research using a 
specified number of outside resources, the pre-service 
teacher uses at least ten different writing genres (e.g. 
letters, lists, news articles, memos, essays, poems, text 
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messages, etc.) to share multiple perspectives relating to 
that historical topic. For the Great Migration example, a 
pre-service teacher could elect to write a want ad from a 
factory owner in the North who is seeking new employees or 
a goodbye letter to relatives from the perspective of the 
member of a black family who is leaving the South for a 
chance at a new life in the North. Within the ten written 
artifacts, the students are expected to demonstrate their 
scope of knowledge about the historical topic and their 
understanding of the diverse perspectives that influence 
how that figure, event, or era is viewed (Putz, 2006).  
In the past, I have asked pre-service teachers to 
design interdisciplinary thematic literature units in which 
they demonstrate their ability to create lessons that 
integrate the six language arts and diverse literature 
related to a theme such as discovery, courage, conflict, 
freedom, power, change, identity, tradition, or belonging 
(Giorgis & Glaze, 2013, p. 86-97). It is my hope that 
projects of these types introduce future teachers to 
diverse literature that can help reverse the effects that 
lack of exposure to diverse experiences, perspectives, and 
literature can present. 
During my first years as an elementary teacher in the 
early nineties, the main instruction for reading in my 
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district entailed a basal reader and ancillary, skills-
based workbooks. The stories in the basal reader were 
sometimes stories written specifically for the anthology 
while others were abridged versions of children’s stories. 
These stories mainly featured illustrations of white 
children, which sent a strong message about whose stories 
were valued or that certain cultural groups did not have 
stories.  
After I had been teaching a couple of years, educators 
in my district were given an opportunity to opt out of 
using the basal readers and replace them with authentic 
children’s literature – to adopt the whole language 
approach to teaching reading. Those of us who opted for 
this alternative received several sessions of required 
professional development before we were granted permission 
to officially adopt Whole Language.  
Whole Language popularized from the early 1980s to the 
early 1990s as an approach to literacy that focused on 
meaning making and was used as an alternative to phonics-
based/phonics-only instruction (Altwerger, Edlesky, & 
Flores, 1987). However, whole language instruction was 
losing popularity by the time the 1995 National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP) reading scores showed 
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decline for fourth graders in the U.S. (Cobb & Kallus, 
2011, pp. 5, 37-44, 49, 69, 244-245, & 387).  
In my school district, reading specialists provided 
teachers who were employing the whole language approach 
with recommended books lists from which to order select 
titles. I was made familiar with Newbery and Caldecott 
books but was not presented with Coretta Scott King books. 
There were many quality books on the lists I was provided, 
but very few told of authentic experiences of African 
Americans by African Americans or of the experiences of 
other racial and ethnic groups. For example, the 1951 
Newbery Medal Winner, Amos Fortune, Free Man (Yates, 1950), 
was recommended to me for use with a unit on slavery 
because I taught 5th grade. United States history was the 
social studies curriculum for that grade level. Likely, 
this situation was due to the fact that our reading 
specialists were not familiar with the few books by black 
authors and illustrators that were available from the 
approximately 5,000 total books published annually 
(Cooperative Children’s Book Center, 2013b). To address 
this issue of familiarity, I appealed to some of my 
teaching colleagues to add at least one book by and about 
African Americans to their yearly literature list for 
students. Many agreed verbally, but few followed through 
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with my request. Thus, Beverly Cleary, Judy Blume, Lynne 
Reid Banks, Laura Ingalls Wilder, and the annual repeat of 
Wilson Rawls’ Where the Red Fern Grows (1961) remained 
constants on the list of “must-reads” for intermediate 
students at the elementary school in which I taught. While 
authors like Judy Blume remain one of my favorites, the 
goal was not to disparage any of these authors but to 
diversify the reading lists to reflect more inclusivity of 
the demographic of student we were teaching. 
When I changed grade levels and began to teach primary 
level students, I continued integrating books by and about 
African Americans as I learned more about available titles 
and could acquire them for my classroom. The American Girl® 
series was extremely popular with my second grade girls, 
and they were self-selecting Felicity®, Kirsten®, Kit®, 
Molly®, and Samantha®. My grade-level teaching partner was 
open to integrating diverse books into her reading 
instruction, and we decided to use Connie Porter’s Meet 
Addy (1994) book as a whole class reading selection. At 
that time, we met strong opposition from the president of 
the school’s Parent-Teacher Association (PTA) who riled 
other parents against our use of the book. She did not want 
her children or the others in the class to learn about 
slavery by reading this book. The debate about when and how 
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to teach complex historical topics such as slavery is 
addressed in chapter five of this study. 
My past experiences as a classroom teacher and as an 
African American girl with distinct family dynamics who 
wanted literature to mirror my experiences serves as the 
rationale for my interest in examining children’s books 
about Africans and African Americans. My personal interest 
in literature for children about chattel slavery in the 
United States is also fueled by a desire to better know and 
understand the history and experiences of my ancestors in 
this country. Correspondingly, as a teacher of children's 
literature, it is my responsibility to keep searching for 
authors whose work deeply reflects the reality of this 
history in order for others to also know and appreciate the 
rich, though troubled, heritage and connections we all 
share. It is with this sentiment and earnestness that I 
researched the representations of enslaved women and girls 
as depicted by African American writers of historical 
fiction for children and young adults. 
Theoretical Bases 
 The theoretical bases for this study are Critical Race 
Theory (CRT) and Black Feminist Criticism. The merging of 
these two theoretical frameworks allowed for the 
exploration of themes about slavery in the United States 
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within literature for children from viewpoints that are 
often omitted, not fully told, or told in an androcentric 
way (Guy-Sheftall, 2009, p. 11): the viewpoints of female 
slaves.  
 In 1892, Anna Julia Cooper, a pioneer in crafting 
feminist thought and one of the most prominent African 
American scholars of her time, spoke out for the rights of 
women. From a reprint of A Voice from the South (Cooper, 
1988), she pronounced: 
All I claim is that there is a feminine as well 
as a masculine side to truth; that these are 
related not as inferior and superior, not as 
better or worse, not as weaker and stronger, but 
as complements – complements in one necessary and 
symmetric whole (p. 60). 
 
This quote illustrated that the significance of 
extrapolating a more holistic and inclusive “truth” from 
history has been a concern for women, in this case African 
American women, at least since the years immediately 
following the Civil War. Cooper (1892) also asked women to 
re-evaluate their position in society in comparison to 
their male counterparts. It was my hope to explore 
literature for children that helps tell the whole story – 
both the masculine side of our country’s history of chattel 
slavery as well as the feminine side – such that readers 
might learn and understand the complexities of this time 
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period in our history and its longstanding impact on 
African American women. 
 Why is it so important to revisit the past in lieu of 
the impact of slavery on African American women? Patricia 
Hill Collins, distinguished professor of sociology, whose 
work has helped shape the field of race, class and gender 
studies (American Sociological Association, n.d.), pointed 
out that the tri-level oppression black women continue to 
experience is an extension of the effects of slavery 
(Collins, 2000, p. 3-4, Kindle Paperwhite version). Collins 
discussed the objectification of black women as ‘other’ and 
the erroneous images that feed society’s continued 
stereotypes of black females (Collins, 2000, p. 69 & 84, 
Kindle Paperwhite version). These stereotypical images 
include the mammy (e.g., Aunt Jemima pancake syrup), the 
matriarch, the welfare mom, and the promiscuous woman 
(Collins, 2000, Chapter 4, Controlling Images and Black 
Women’s Oppression section, Kindle Paperwhite version). The 
promiscuous woman is also referred to as Jezebel (Collins, 
2000, p. 81-85, Kindle Paperwhite version) and the 
Sapphire, or “strong black woman” trope, casts black women 
as too independent, sassy, and many times angry (Harris-
Perry, 2011). Add societal standards of aesthetics to these 
stereotypes, which are in stark contrast to the image of 
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black women as a whole, and the levels of oppression begin 
to magnify (Burrell, 2010, Chapter 4, Uglified Dynamics 
section, Kindle Paperwhite version; Collins, 2000, p. 88-
92, Kindle Paperwhite version).  
 One example of long-standing aesthetic standards 
evidenced during slavery as portrayed in Copper Sun 
(Draper, 2006) was when Polly, an indentured servant, 
observed Amari being purchased at a slave auction by the 
same wealthy plantation owner that bought her indentured 
servitude contract. The narration revealed Polly’s thoughts 
about Africans: 
Polly really didn’t like negroes. As far as she 
was concerned, they should all get shipped back 
to Africa or wherever it was they came from. They 
talked funny, they smelled bad, and they were 
ugly. How could the good Lord have made such 
creatures? Polly wondered as she glanced with 
boredom at the slave sale. Dark skin, big lips, 
and hair the texture of a briar bush – they were 
just plain unpleasant to deal with” (Draper, 
2006, p. 75). 
I have often been reminded that images espoused as 
beautiful in the media are usually the antithesis of the 
images of many African American women. I am insulted when I 
hear comments such as, “She is a pretty black girl,” or 
“She is pretty for a black girl,” because I interpret these 
comments to mean that the idea of a black girl as a pretty 
girl is such an anomaly that race has to be pointed out. I 
am equally offended when similar comments are directed 
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toward fair-skinned black girls with long, smooth-textured 
hair, because I further interpret the comment to mean that 
their look is more acceptable based on white norms of 
beauty that are more aligned to the aesthetic of the 
dominant culture (Burrell, 2010, Kindle Paperwhite 
version). Collins (2000) asserted, “race, gender, and 
sexuality converges on this issue of evaluating beauty” (p. 
89). As Collins (2000) pointed out and as exampled in 
Copper Sun (Draper, 2006), this convergence played an 
important role in objectifying female slaves to all sorts 
of horrific, brutal, sexual, and tortuous experiences and 
acted as a mechanism of social control (Collins, 2000, p. 
32; 139-140; & 280-281, Kindle Paperwhite version). These 
are perspectives of the slave trade in American history 
that many history textbooks do not divulge. Therefore, a 
critical black feminist approach to literary criticism does 
not only deal with prevalent images of women; it also deals 
with the absence of women in the literature (Gillespie, 
2010a, p. 212). The theoretical framework for this study is 
discussed in more detail in chapter two. 
Research Questions 
 For this research study, I explored children’s 
historical fiction about chattel slavery in the United 
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States written by African Americans for middle-level 
readers. The main research questions investigated were:  
1. What female slave perspectives and experiences are 
depicted in historical fiction about slavery for middle-
level children by African American authors?  
2. What are the similarities and differences in depictions 
of slavery and portrayals of the complexities of female 
slave experiences between African American female authors 
and African American male authors of historical fiction 
for middle-grade children? Are these depictions literary, 
ideological, personal, and/or a combination of factors? 
Methods 
 This interpretive study utilized literary criticism 
and textual analysis to analyze historical fiction for 
children about slavery. The analysis focused on gathering 
data coded for specific categories such as daily life on 
the plantation, construct of the family unit of slaves, and 
means of slave resistance, among other elements. The first 
phase of research required developing criteria in which to 
identify appropriate titles of historical fiction about 
slavery. The second phase involved selecting elements of 
slave life that would categorize pertinent information 
related to female slaves and their experiences. The 
historiography on slavery and female slave experiences was 
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used to inform this process. In the third phase, I read the 
selected children’s literature and noted the ways in which 
the elements emerged in each story. During this phase, my 
observations about representations of female slaves were 
recorded relating to how their perspectives, voice, roles, 
relationships, and the general complexities and dynamics 
that gender presented in their subjugation were portrayed. 
Finally, comparisons between African American female 
authors and African American male authors that were evident 
or reinforced in their writing were analyzed. The methods 
of the study are discussed in more depth in chapter three.  
Definition of Terms  
 The following terms were used throughout the study: 
Historical fiction. Gangi (2004) defined historical 
fiction as realistic fiction for children and young adults 
written by contemporary authors in which the setting or 
backdrop of the story is set in an historical period that 
is beyond the experience of the readers for whom the 
literature was intended (p. 183). Russell (2012) cautioned 
that historical fiction cannot be defined by copyright date 
only or simply by the time period of a story set in the 
past (p. 223). He exemplified this notion with the book 
Harriet the Spy (Fitzhugh, 1964) that was set and published 
in 1964 yet is still considered realistic fiction (EBSCO 
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NoveList, 2013). Russell (2012) noted that it is “the 
awareness on the author’s part that distinguishes 
historical realism from contemporary realism” (p. 223). 
Conversely, a book such as Uncle Tom’s Cabin (Stowe, 1852), 
which was first published in serial format in the National 
Era newspaper from June 5, 1851-April 1, 1852 (Harriet 
Beecher Stowe Center, 2011, para. 1) and in book form in 
1852, is an example of a text for which the author’s 
awareness was contemporary for the era in which it was 
written. However, it is considered historical fiction in 
the 21st century, because readers are over 150 years removed 
from the context of the story.  
Galda, Sipe, Liang, & Cullinan (2014) distinguished 
historical fiction as consisting of “imaginative narratives 
deliberately grounded in the facts of our past” (p. 252). 
This definition is important, because Harriet, the Spy 
(Fitzhugh, 1964) is not a story that is grounded in the 
facts of the past. Galda et al. (2014) further explained 
that historical fiction is realistic fiction set in the 
past (p. 253). They provided a more applicable example of a 
novel, Little Women by Louisa May Alcott first published in 
1868, which started as contemporary realism because the 
goal of the author was not to describe the past (Galda et 
al., 2014, p. 253). Rather, Alcott was writing about events 
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that could have taken place during her era; but due to the 
passage of time, Little Women is now considered historical 
fiction (Galda et al., 2014). For this study, I synthesized 
these ideas to define children’s historical fiction as 
fictional or fictionalized literature set in the past in 
which the historical context or setting is critical to the 
plot and other story elements. 
Middle-level learners. Children between and including 
ages 10-15 were considered middle-level learners for this 
study. Students of slightly varying age ranges have been 
categorized as middle-level learners. In general, this age 
range can include upper elementary/intermediate, middle 
school, and early high school students. For example, 
Travers & Travers (2008) took a developmental approach to 
their children’s literature text titled Children’s 
Literature: A Developmental Perspective by dividing the 
content into six developmental stages. One of those stages 
was literature for eleven- through fourteen-year-olds 
(Travers & Travers, 2008, p. 250-281). This is one way 
middle-level learners have been categorized. 
I earned a Bachelor of Science degree in Junior 
High/Middle School Education from Illinois State University 
in 1991, and our emphasis was children in grades five 
through nine. At that time, I was also awarded an honorary 
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membership into the Association of Illinois Middle-Level 
Schools (AIMS), which is now the Association of Illinois 
Middle-Grade Schools (AIMS). The AIMS mission statement 
declares that they are committed to exemplary education for 
students ages 10-15 by “promoting and preserving excellence 
and equity in professional preparation and practices for 
the middle-level learner” (Illinois State University, 2013, 
section “Mission Statement,” para. 1). Equally, the mission 
and vision of the Association for Middle Level Education 
(AMLE, formerly the National Middle School Association) 
stated that their thrust was the improvement of educational 
experiences for children ages 10-15 (Association for Middle 
Level Education, 1999-2013, sections “Mission” and 
“Vision”). Thus, I described middle-level learners as 
children between the ages of 10-15 years old. This study 
examined literature of interest and reading level for 
children in this age group. Throughout this study, I used 
the terms “middle-level learners”, “middle-level children”, 
and “middle-level students” interchangeably with the terms 
“middle-grade learners”, “middle-grade children”, or 
“middle-grade students.” 
The literary canon. Gillespie (2010a) discussed the 
canon and the ways in which men have historically defined 
which works are worthy of being recognized as great 
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literature. He defined the literary canon as the “somehow 
authoritatively determined and commonly accepted collection 
of masterpieces” (p. 192). Debates about what constitutes 
“the canon” are not unique to the United States. Pike 
(2002) examined this debate using the English literary 
canon in schools in England. He elucidated the connection 
between canonicity and notions of power and claimed that 
those in charge of defining the curriculum typically 
decided which texts were considered high quality and part 
of the literary heritage (p. 356). In the United States, an 
example of those in charge of a curriculum deciding which 
texts are high quality is the Common Core Standards for 
English Language Arts (CCS-ELA) provided by the Illinois 
State Board of Education (ISBE) and other states that are 
part of the collaborative initiative. From the resources 
available for the CCS-ELA, Appendix B of the Common Core 
Standards lists “text exemplars” for all grade level bands 
based on complexity, quality, and range (Common Core State 
Standards Initiative, 2013a, section “Appendix B”). Range 
was determined by factors such as “publication date, 
authorship, and subject matter” (Common Core State 
Standards Initiative, 2013b, section “Selecting Text 
Exemplars,” para. 2). There was little clarification 
provided in the document about the parameters considered 
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for authorship or subject matter. However, a scan through 
the list of books revealed an attempt to broaden the scope 
of literature for children and young adults to include 
multicultural titles by authors such as Virginia Hamilton, 
Christopher Paul Curtis, Mildred D. Taylor, Laurence Yep, 
and Nikki Giovanni while also including works by 
traditional authors such as Lewis Carroll, Robert Frost, 
Carl Sandburg, and John Steinbeck, to name a few. In this 
example, it appears that “those in charge” have decided 
that high quality literature from diverse authors is an 
important aspect of the English-Language Arts curriculum. 
Though Pike (2002) pointed out that modernizers noted 
the omission of women, the working class, and minorities 
from canonical texts of English literature – “viewed as a 
legacy of British colonialism” (p. 357) – he also related 
that the debate may not be as simple as challenging who 
formulates the canon (p. 356). Accordingly, Maybin argued 
that Traditionalists have touted the English literary 
tradition as providing a unifying common language that has 
been used by African, Indians, and Malaysians as an outlet 
for resistance and opposition to oppression and domination 
(as quoted in Pike, 2002, p. 357).  
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The canon debate is no easy issue to resolve 
(Stevenson, 2009, Chapter 7, Academics and Canon Creation 
section, Loc. 3151, Kindle Paperwhite version), and Pike’s 
research was centered more on the impact of the canon on 
individual readers. He believed there was much value in 
teaching a literary canon and that “it is misguided…to 
assume that only texts written in the late-20th or early-21st 
century can be relevant to today’s adolescents” (Pike, 2002 
p. 358); however, he cautioned teachers that knowledge and 
learning are partnered with the identities of learners and 
should be strongly considered when teaching to the literary 
canon (p. 359-360).  
Many books that are categorized as part of the 
literary canon are also labeled as classic literature. 
Literature experts have their own ways of defining classic 
children’s books. One children’s literature expert 
explained that there are two ways to define a book as a 
classic – traditional and contemporary – using the criteria 
of: (a) expert determined literary or artistic merit, (b) 
selection by multiple generations of readers, and (c) 
“books in the vanguard of creativity” that “challenge, 
advance, or reinterpret prevailing themes, 
characterizations, language, and so forth” (Violet J. 
Harris as quoted in McNair, 2010, p. 96).  
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Unlike Pike, Bland (2001) was “bothered by the 
stubborn assumption that students should be reading the 
classics in the first place” (p. 20). His background as a 
high school English teacher afforded him ample 
opportunities to get students interested in reading works 
considered to be the corpus of great American literature. 
Admittedly, Bland (2001) experienced “widespread failure” 
at accomplishing this (p. 20), but he did not attribute his 
perceived failure to the common arguments made against 
perpetuating a canon. Rather, Bland (2001) rationalized 
that it did not matter whether a book was considered a 
great classic; it would not get read if the student did not 
want [emphasis added] to read it (p. 20). He explained that 
the problem was not necessarily about rebelling against a 
literary canon as much as it was about the fact that “most 
students evolve purposely into nonreaders” and that 
requiring them to read difficult literature exacerbates the 
problem (p. 20).  
Jewett (2012) promoted the idea that the academic 
discussion shift from canon wars to focus on “engaging 
students in the intellectual work of reading” (p. 7). She 
encouraged teachers to think more about the needs of 
students in selecting a text rather than thinking about 
specific titles to use. In other words, she advocated for 
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selecting texts that help students develop fluency or 
challenge perceptions, for example, rather than engaging in 
debate over whether to teach Huck Finn versus Hunger Games 
(p. 7).  
While Bland (2001) was not advocating for an 
elimination of the canon, he contended that classic 
literature offered little in “tangible, meaningful 
experiences and themes that students can fit into their 
lives,” which he deemed as essential connections for 
getting students to want to read (p. 21). As a win-win, 
Bland (2001) suggested that English teachers embrace 
writings by young adult authors such as Walter Dean Myers 
and Gary Paulsen; works from bestsellers lists by authors 
such as Tom Clancy, Patricia Cromwell, and John Grisham; 
and, “canonical” works by authors such as Isaac Asimov and 
Ray Bradbury (p. 21). Hence, Bland (2001) advocated for 
legitimizing “the whole of literature for our students” and 
rejecting the notion “that certain books are more fit to be 
read than others” (p. 21).  
Cherry-McDaniel & Young (2012, February) vehemently 
implored teachers to challenge the legitimacy of the canon 
as is traditionally taught and expand the universality to 
include the voices of the people who currently populate 
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classrooms (p. 10). One impediment to diversifying the 
traditional canon is that many teachers claim to be 
unfamiliar with works by women and/or authors of color 
(Athanases, 1999, p. 160). McNair (2010) reminded that 
teachers and librarians could familiarize themselves with 
the best writers of African American children’s literature 
by learning about the Coretta Scott King Book Award (p. 
104). Other readily available book awards and booklists 
featuring diverse titles can be similarly used as a 
resource for becoming familiar with diverse works of 
children’s literature (see Table 1). 
The term “the canon” has generally been used to 
differentiate supposed canonical titles from those written 
by people of color who, because of minimal acknowledgment 
within traditional award systems, have had to institute 
award systems like the Coretta Scott King Book Award to 
recognize their own diverse groups of writers and 
illustrators. This distinction of awards has been hotly 
contested, with one camp advocating for the need to 
recognize underrepresented authors (Pinkney, 2001) and the 
other camp arguing that race-based awards are 
discriminatory (Aronson, 2001). Indeed, it can be argued 
that classic literature exists for various groups of people 
of color and that, for example, there is an African 
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American young adult canon that can be critiqued 
(Henderson, 2005, p. 306-307; McNair, 2010, p. 104).  
Nevertheless, for this study, I consider the literary 
canon to be the body of children’s literature that is 
generally accepted and valued by individuals and groups 
such as literary critics, English and Language Arts 
teachers, librarians, and other professionals specializing 
in literature for children, as work that should be widely 
read because it is of high quality and strong literary 
value and has made considerable contribution to the field 
as evidenced by the coveted book awards won (e.g., Newbery 
Medal and Coretta Scott King Medal), critical praise from 
professional book reviewers and scholars (e.g., Kirkus 
Review), and popularity with readers (e.g., New York Times 
Best Sellers list).  
Sex or gender? Though sometimes used interchangeably, 
the terms sex and gender have different denotations. 
According to Gillespie (2010b), sex refers to “the 
biological characteristics that distinguish females from 
males” whereas gender relates to “cultural constructs of 
femininity and masculinity,” or learned behavioral 
differences (CD 117). Flanagan (2010) separated these terms 
by defining gender as “the social production and 
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reproduction of male and female identities and behaviors” 
in contrast to sex as a biological category (Chapter 3, 
para. 1, Loc. 832, Kindle Paperwhite version).  
Similarly, the terms female and woman are sometimes 
used interchangeably. However, Mignon Fogarty (2008, 
September 23), author and famed grammarian also known as 
Grammar Girl, addressed when and how each term should be 
used. For example, should you say or write that Carol 
Moseley Braun was a female senator or a woman senator? 
Fogarty (2008, September 23) chided that the need to point 
out the sex of a person in this way “implies that they 
aren’t in their proper role” and that people do not usually 
say that someone is a male senator or female nurse, for 
example. For occasions in which one might want to note a 
person’s sex, Fogarty (2008, September 23) suggested using 
female instead of woman, because she categorized woman as a 
noun and female as an adjective. Therefore, Fogarty would 
say that Carol Moseley Braun was a female senator, not a 
woman senator.  
To further complicate this discussion, research by 
Kessler and McKenna (as quoted in Diamond, 2000, p. 48) 
purported that many transsexuals felt as though they had 
been born in the wrong body. Some transsexuals undergo sex 
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reassignment in their quest to match their sex (anatomy, 
hormones, physical appearance) with their gender 
(psychological, mind-set), thus begging the question of 
whether gender is completely reliant on social constructs 
of behavior associated with being male or female and 
whether both gender and sex are variable (p. 48). 
One other distinction to keep in mind is that girls 
and women are both typically considered female 
(dictionary.com, 2014a), and boys and men are both 
typically considered male (dictionary.com, 2014b). I 
generally subscribe to the idea that children are females 
and males under the age of eighteen. However, for this 
study, I will mainly use the term female as an adjective in 
reference to the slave women and girls in the literature 
examined, because concepts of childhood and the line 
between when female slaves transitioned from girlhood to 
womanhood were blurred during the era of chattel slavery in 
the America (King, 1995).   
Race and ethnicity. Race and ethnicity are often 
paired terms or used interchangeably, and their 
distinctions can be disputed. The term race (and racism) 
has been oft contested (Bradford, 2010, Chapter 4, Race and 
Children’s Literature section, para. 1, Loc. 1178, Kindle 
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Paperwhite version), and it is deemed a socio-cultural 
construction to group people based on physical attributes 
that assign them into exclusionary, inferior or superior 
groups (Bradford, 2010, Chapter 4, Race and Children’s 
Literature section, para. 1, Loc. 1189, Kindle Paperwhite 
version). The first colonists in Virginia “thought of 
themselves as Christians or Englishmen, not white people,” 
though this changed around the mid-17th century when 
colonists began differentiating people by ‘white’ and 
‘black’ because it was impossible to look at 
captives/indentured servants and know if they were 
Christian or not, thus who was free or not (Johnson, Smith, 
& the WGBH Series Research Team, 1998, p. 39 & 40). 
According to Smedley & Smedley (2012), Europeans began 
using the term ‘race’ during the process of their early 
explorations for expansion and colonization to 
differentiate various human groups (p. 35).  
Ornstein, Levine, Gutek, & Vocke (2014) defined race 
as a common ancestry and set of physical characteristics 
that generally group people together, such as skin color, 
hair texture, features, etc. (p. 521). They defined 
ethnicity as a shared cultural background, distinctive 
history, and language that is not based on race or skin 
color (Ornstein, Levine, Gutek, & Vocke, 2014, p. 517). 
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Therefore, my father would be labeled black based on how 
society labels people in racial categories based on 
physical characteristics such as skin color. His ethnicity 
is Igbo because of the shared language, history, and 
culture; and his nationality is Nigerian because he is from 
the country, or nation, called the Federal Republic of 
Nigeria.  
Discussions with friends and colleagues about the 
difference between race and ethnicity have elicited varied 
conjectures and questions. Some surmised that race is 
biological and ethnicity is cultural. Others said that 
there is not enough evidence to link race to any biological 
factors. At LiveScience.com, a science news website in the 
form of an online magazine, the concepts of race and 
ethnicity were deliberated. The authors of the website 
reported that genetic variation amongst “races” is so 
miniscule that many geneticists describe all people as 
belonging to the same race – the human race (Life’s Little 
Mysteries Staff, 2012, “What is the difference between race 
and ethnicity?” para. 3).  
California Newsreel produced a three-part documentary 
for PBS and the Independent Television Service (ITVS) in 
2003 sponsored by The Ford Foundation titled RACE – The 
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Power of an Illusion. The online companion provides an in-
depth look at race along with a host of resources for 
background reading on the creation of the concept of race 
(California Newsreel, 2003b). The documentary and 
accompanying website information debunked the idea that 
race is biological and demonstrated that race does not 
exist scientifically any more than there is scientific 
evidence of the world being flat or the sun revolving 
around the earth. But, no matter how erroneous the race-
biology link might be, it has remained solidly entrenched 
in the psyche of most people (California Newsreel, 2003a). 
In this research, I mainly used the term ethnicity but 
sometimes used race and ethnicity interchangeably depending 
on the context. 
Delimitations and Limitations 
 Bryant (2004) defined delimitations as “factors that 
prevent you from claiming that your findings are true for 
all people in all times and places,” or characteristics of 
a study that limit the ability to generalize findings (p. 
57). There are four major delimitations for this study. 
First, the literature was restricted to historical fiction 
about chattel slavery in what is now the United States. 
Secondly, the study was confined to African American 
authors who have written about chattel slavery. Third, the 
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historical fiction was geared toward middle-level learners, 
ages 10-15. Finally, the parameter of the historical 
fiction analyzed was that it had been published since 1968. 
 Limitations beyond the control of the study included 
the fact that within the dearth of literature published 
yearly containing significant content about African 
Americans or that is written/illustrated by African 
Americans, there exists an even smaller amount of 
historical fiction by African Americans related 
specifically to chattel slavery in the United States. 
Additionally, though most authors identified themselves as 
black, the ability to ascertain with absolute certainty the 
race and gender of each author was challenging. The 
delimitations and limitations of the study are discussed in 
more depth in chapter three. 
Significance of the Study 
This study holds significance in a number of ways and 
should impact the educational community, which I consider 
the K-12 public and private school sectors and teacher 
education programs within departments of education. I 
extended the significance of this work to families, too, 
because the role of the parent (or guardian) is critical in 
the variety of reading materials made available in the home 
and in situations in which schools are deficient in 
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providing literature in the curriculum that counters the 
status quo (Education.com, 2006-2013, para. 3). 
This study addressed the interconnection of race and 
gender in the works of historical fiction about slavery for 
children between ages 10-15. Moreover, this study 
recommended use of the literature in social studies and 
history classrooms to mitigate the negative effects of 
limited exposure to slavery in general and to limited 
exposure to female slave experiences specifically (Freeman 
& Levstik, 1988). Ladson-Billings (2003) reminded readers 
that race continued to operate in the social studies 
curriculum and that African Americans were virtually 
invisible in most social studies courses other than history 
(p. 3). Even with history courses, she noted that textbooks 
typically provided a brief snippet of the history of 
African Americans in the United States with names of people 
like Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., Rosa Parks, Harriet 
Tubman, Frederick Douglass, and Sojourner Truth tossed in 
(Ladson-Billings, 2003, p. 3). It is my hope that 
English/language arts and American history/social studies 
teachers use this study to inform decisions about material 
selection for instruction in their classrooms in which 
literature is integrated.  
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This study concerned racial portrayals interlocked 
with the shaping of gender as it affected female slaves 
during that epoch, because many of the images, stereotypes, 
and inaccurate information about blacks emerged out of 
slavery and continue to remain influential. Ladson-Billings 
(as quoted in Howard, 2003, p. 29) touted that critical 
race theory was essential in education to attend to issues 
of race and racism in the research, scholarship, and 
practice of the field. History students (and students in 
general) need to have a more complete and holistic 
understanding of the ills and inhumanity of slavery in the 
United States. Gillespie (2010a) argued that we limit boys 
and girls when we neglect to have them read stories about 
characters that are not like them. Limiting opportunities 
for boys to learn about others does a disservice to all 
students. Similarly, the female perspective cannot be 
ignored in comprehending the complexities of the 
relationships, events, impact, and implications that 
slavery has had on all Americans – then and now. 
This study is also important for promoting integration 
of historical fiction in the social studies curriculum to 
meet the national standards of the National Council for the 
Social Studies (NCSS), which are organized around ten 
themes: 
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 Culture 
 Time, Continuity, and Change 
 People, Places, and Environments 
 Individual Development and Identity 
 Individuals, Groups, and Institutions 
 Power, Authority, and Governance 
 Production, Distribution, and Consumption 
 Science, Technology, and Society 
 Global Connections 
 Civic Ideals and Practices 
 
Nevertheless, Ladson-Billings (2003) cautioned that 
although “these strands are broad enough to allow for 
academic freedom, they may also suggest that issues of race 
and racism are not particularly urgent in social studies” 
(p. 7). The NCSS Standards (2010) webpage titled “The Ten 
Themes of Social Studies” includes explanations of each 
strand, but a search for the words ‘race’ and ‘racism’ 
yielded a result of ‘not found.’ There were also no search 
results for the term ‘sexism’. Conversely, when searching 
these same terms on the “Introduction” page of the site, 
one result each for ‘race’ and ‘gender’ were included in an 
all-encompassing statement: 
The civic mission of social studies demands the 
inclusion of all students—addressing cultural, 
linguistic, and learning diversity that includes 
similarities and differences based on race 
[emphasis added], ethnicity, language, religion, 
gender [emphasis added], sexual orientation, 
exceptional learning needs, and other 
educationally and personally significant 
characteristics of learners. Diversity among 
learners embodies the democratic goal of 
embracing pluralism to make social studies 
  42	  
classrooms laboratories of democracy (National 
Council for the Social Studies, 2010, para. 5).  
 
As such, this study serves as advocacy for the utilization 
of literature to more clearly and aggressively address race 
and gender in all themes of the NCSS national standards and 
for the incorporation of children’s historical fiction into 
the curriculum as a component of multicultural education 
and teaching critical analysis of multicultural literature 
(Baber, 2003, p. 56). 
 According to Banks (2010), multicultural education 
consists of the following dimensions: 
 Content integration 
 Knowledge construction 
 Equity pedagogy 
 Prejudice reduction 
 Empowering school culture and school structure 
 
Content integration involves integrating content about 
different cultural groups into the curricula; this 
dimension lends itself particularly but not exclusively to 
language arts and social studies curricula (Banks, 2010; 
Tunnell & Ammon, 1993, p. 56). A natural connection exists 
between language arts and social studies. In their 
publication titled Teaching Reading with the Social Studies 
Standards, The National Council for the Social Studies 
(2012) reported that they combined the Common Core English 
Language Arts Standards with the NCSS standards and themes 
  43	  
to establish their stance that “learning to read is 
integral to learning to think about the world in which the 
child of twenty-first century lives” (p. 12).  
Knowledge construction is the process for aiding 
student awareness and understanding of how historians and 
scientists can use heavily loaded words to perpetuate 
certain values, ideologies and assumptions (Banks, 2010). 
Therefore, teaching children to read and think critically 
is important for identifying and unpacking these 
ideologies. Textbooks and children’s books can be rife with 
words and images that perpetuate erroneous beliefs and 
stereotypes (in similar ways as mass media – magazines, 
films, commercials, etc.). One egregious example of this in 
widely read, award-winning children’s literature is the 
book Indian in the Cupboard by Lynne Reid Banks (1980). The 
title of the book, the original and subsequent book cover 
images for different editions, and the language used in the 
story to describe Little Bear, all work in tandem to 
reinforce errant ideology and assumptions about Native 
Americans. In a passage at the beginning of the book, the 
reader meets a young boy named Omri who received a cupboard 
and key as a birthday present. Omri discovered that his 
miniature cowboys and Indians could magically come to life 
through the cupboard. The “Indian” is named Little Bear and 
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is first described for the reader using heavily loaded 
terms: 
The Indian’s eyes were black and fierce and 
frightened. His lips were drawn back from shining 
white teeth, so small you could scarcely see them 
except when they caught the light. He stood 
pressed against the inside wall of the cupboard, 
clutching his knife, rigid with terror, but 
defiant (Banks, L.R., 1980, p. 8). 
The Indian gave a fantastic leap into the air. 
His black hair flew and the fringes of his 
leggings fluttered. His knife, raised above his 
head, flashed. He gave a shout, which, even 
though it was a tiny shout to match his body, was 
nevertheless loud enough to make Omri jump (p. 
10). 
“Don’t you speak English?” asked Omri. All the 
Indians in films spoke a sort of English; it 
would be terrible if his Indian couldn’t (p. 11).  
Many heavily loaded words within these short passages 
convey a certain ideology about Native people. For example, 
this passage perpetuates Native American men as fierce 
warriors and privileges English speakers such that “it 
would be terrible if his Indian couldn’t [speak English].” 
Additionally, even when the “Indian” is in human form 
versus a toy figurine, he is still an object to be owned 
and manipulated by Omri. Oyate (2013) addressed these 
issues on their website. The Oyate (2013) “Resources” page 
outlines characteristics that deem a book unsuitable, such 
as stereotypes of Native people as savage or primitive, 
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loaded words with insulting overtones, and dialog 
reminiscent of broken English or the oratorical style of 
the “noble savage”. The excerpts highlighted in this study 
from Indian in the Cupboard (Banks, 1980) are just a few of 
many passages in this book that meet the criteria of the 
negative characteristics for judging a book unsuitable by 
Oyate standards. 
Exposing and confronting stereotypical representations 
is an important aspect of knowledge construction in 
multicultural education, and it specifically speaks to the 
importance of this study as it relates to race and gender. 
Countering prevalent negative images that influence what 
happens in classrooms around the country is worthy of 
continued and ongoing efforts. As a real-world example, I 
observed a pre-service teacher implement a Thanksgiving 
lesson with second graders in which children were 
instructed to “act like Indians.” Adorned in self-crafted 
headdresses with glued on construction paper feathers, 
students commenced to fanning their hands back and forth 
against their lips making a low wailing sound like “Wah wah 
wah wah wah!” Afterward, the pre-service teacher and I had 
a productive dialogue about this incident, and the feedback 
I provided during the debriefing session for lesson 
evaluation encouraged her to think about the negative 
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reinforcement of stereotypes that her lesson activity 
perpetuated. This incident also called up my memories of 
times I made similar mistakes as a novice elementary 
teacher, such as asking students to sit “Indian style.” 
This is the kind of damage that can be done when 
stereotypes become ingrained in the psyche of children, 
teachers, and society through the type of literature read, 
the social studies instruction one receives, and the 
generally accepted practices that take place in classrooms, 
schools, and society. 
Equity pedagogy refers to an approach to the 
curriculum that includes a variety of strategies to reach 
diverse learners (Banks, 2010). I prefer Ladson-Billings’ 
terminology "culturally responsive pedagogy", which is 
sometimes referred to as "culturally relevant teaching," 
because it addresses responsiveness to issues around 
culture in our society and its institutions (Ladson-
Billings, 2004). Culturally relevant teaching values 
helping students of all backgrounds connect the relevancy 
of multicultural education to their learning and appreciate 
the dynamics and nuances of differing perspectives on 
history as a critical component of democratic citizenship 
in a global society (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 2004).     
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Similarly, prejudice reduction helps students develop 
more positive racial attitudes toward different groups to 
reduce prejudice in the classroom (Banks, 2010). Gillespie 
(2010a) expressed that it is essential for school curricula 
to include “the broadest range of human experiences told in 
the broadest range of human voices” (p. 203). He warned 
that a “traditionally unidimensional literary curriculum” 
can lead to a sense of powerlessness in marginalized 
groups, which does not foster racial harmony and 
appreciation for others (p. 204). Prejudice reduction seeks 
to counter racial disharmony, and literature that more 
holistically represents the experiences of others can be 
used as a positive mechanism to do this (Dietrich & Ralph, 
1995, p. 15).  
Empowering school culture and school structure is a 
process in which administrators, teachers, and students 
work together to ensure that embedded and invisible layers 
of privilege are not disempowering certain students (Banks, 
2010). Those layers of privilege can be dismantled through 
the careful and planned integration of diverse literature 
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Summary 
It is important to continue dialogue and critique of 
literature for children about black culture and the black 
experience that is written by outsiders to the African 
American community as well as authors within the African 
American writing community. This study will hopefully serve 
as a catalyst for the examination of portrayals of black 
females in other literary genres for children and young 
adults or within historical fiction for different eras 
(e.g. Civil Rights Era), particularly literature by African 
American authors, to continue interrogation of the role of 
race and gender in these works. 
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 The examination of portrayals of female slave 
experiences within historical fiction authored by African 
American writers for middle-grade learners was informed by 
an investigation of scholarly work related to the topic 
(Bryant, 2004, p.61). The research discussed in this 
literature review was used to analyze and interpret the 
data presented in chapter four of this study (p. 63). 
Because there has not previously been a study comparing 
female portrayals of blacks in children’s literature by 
African American authors, the research reviewed for this 
study associated longstanding portrayals of blacks in 
literature with critical race theory and critical black 
feminist theory. 
 In the first section of the literature review, I 
discussed negative and stereotypical portrayals of blacks 
that have historically been prevalent in literature and the 
ways in which black authors and leaders have tried to 
counter these portrayals. This section also addressed the 
continuance of literature in classrooms that contains 
problematic portrayals of blacks. Much of this literature 
consists of award-winning titles. Moreover, the 
perpetuation of master narratives (Huggins, 1991) and the 
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selective tradition (Williams, 1961) was connected to bleak 
publishing trends of books by and about people of color. 
 The second section of this chapter addressed the 
theoretical perspectives used as a filter through which the 
study was completed. Discussion of how critical race theory 
and critical black feminist theory work in tandem to 
address issues of race and gender was included, 
particularly the reason that studying the intersectionality 
of race and gender was important for examining literature 
about black women and girls. 
Historical Portrayals of Blacks in Literature 
Portrayals of Africans and African-Americans in 
literature and the impact of those portrayals on black 
identity and consciousness have been issues of concern 
since the dawn of the 20th century. Images in early books 
for children typically portrayed blacks in stereotypical 
ways and as caricatures at which to be laughed (Martin, 
2004). In Brown Gold (2004), Michelle H. Martin highlighted 
literature that historically stereotyped blacks, such as 
E.W. Kemble’s Coontown series, variations of the Ten Little 
Niggers books, and the ever-popular Story of Little Black 
Sambo (Martin, 2004, pp. 3-17, 19-38, & 56). Historians and 
social justice advocates of their time, W.E.B. Du Bois and 
Carter G. Woodson were African-Americans who worked to 
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counter these images in the years immediately following the 
Reconstruction Era and into the Jim Crow period in the 
United States. Du Bois, Harvard educated and the first 
African-American to receive a Ph.D. in History from that 
institution, helped found the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1909 and soon 
became the editor for the organization’s official 
publication, The Crisis, until his split from the position 
and the organization in 1934 (PBS, 2002, section “W.E.B. Du 
Bois,” para. 6).  
There were many important reasons that The Crisis was 
a premiere magazine for African American children as well 
as adults. In 1912, Du Bois began to devote the October 
issue of The Crisis to children and parents, and he called 
it the annual Children’s Number (Smith, 2004, p. 6). This 
annual issue along with the annual education issue became 
the two most popular issues of each subscription year 
(Harris, 1986, p. 1). Du Bois and other like-minded 
colleagues took the success of the Children’s Number and 
produced a publication in 1920 and 1921 to counter the 
prevailing negative images of blacks in literature: The 
Brownies’ Book (Harris, 1986; Smith, 2004). The Brownies’ 
Book was a publication that “reinvented conceptions of 
black childhood and instituted the genre of black 
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children’s literature” (Smith, 2004, p. 1 & 25), and it 
worked to reshape attitudes toward black youth (Harris, 
1986, p. 2). The Brownies’ Book was dedicated to educating 
and acculturating black children and their parents, and 
fostering racial pride (Bishop, 2007, p. 34-35; Harris, 
1986; Smith, 2004, p. 7-8 & 25). An example of the kind of 
literature provided in the magazine is a poem titled 
“Slumber Song” by Alpha Angela Bratton. A portion of the 
poem that spoke to the racial uplift Du Bois championed 
through this publication was demonstrated in the following 
lines:  
Teaching you, too, from History’s page,  
The joy of your noble heritage, Brownie Boy. 
Ah! You must needs be doubly true,  
Doubly strong in the task you do. 
Nor fail the Race that speaks in you, Brownie 
Boy.  (Johnson-Feelings, 1996, p. 41). 
 
Another poem directed at children that punctuated the pride 
in being Negro at that time was titled “Children of the 
Sun”: 
Dear little girl of tender years, 
Born of a race with haunting fears –  
Cry not nor sigh for wrongs done you, 
Your cloud has silv’ry lining, too. 
 
Dear little son, be not in gloom, 
For fears this world has no more room; 
God in his Wisdom gave you hue 
Of which He’s proud – yes, proud of you! 
(Johnson-Feelings, 1996, p. 50). 
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The Brownies’ Book emphasis toward the child reader was 
significant because not much literature of the Harlem 
Renaissance was geared for children (Bishop, 2007, p. 35). 
It was the first established periodical for black children 
by black people, specifically created to mitigate the 
adverse and often hostile environment blacks had to endure 
(Harris, 1986; Smith, 2004, p. 25). 
Prior to The Brownies’ Book, A.E. Johnson, a black 
female journalist and writer in the 1880s, thought, “there 
ought to be a journal in which the writers among our 
people, especially females, could publish stories, poetry, 
and matter of purely literary character for the perusal of 
young people,” and she subsequently started The Joy in 1887 
(Penn, 1891, p. 422). The Joy was an 8-page paper that was 
published monthly; it contained stories, poems and other 
writings by black people (p. 423). This publication 
continued until 1889 when Johnson accomplished a 
professional goal of securing the publication of her 
manuscript Clarence and Corinne, or God’s Way, through the 
American Baptist Publication Society (p. 424). She was the 
first woman and black person to earn such an honor, and the 
Baltimore Baptist used her work as one of their Sunday 
school library books (p. 425). Interestingly, Baltimore 
Baptist also reported that Johnson’s book showed “talent 
  54	  
worthy of her husband” (p. 425), thus demonstrating the 
embedded sexist views of that time period. 
With a like-minded agenda to what Johnson embraced, 
the goals Du Bois espoused for The Crisis were considered a 
"model of social action" for actively countering negative 
portrayals in literature (Harris, 1986, p. 4). Effie Lee 
Newsome, a contributor to the publication, continued to 
write for children for most of her career but did not gain 
the fame and recognition that one of her male counterparts, 
Langston Hughes, gained (Bishop, 2007, p. 35-41). 
Nevertheless, Smith (2004) called Newsome “unquestionably 
the most prolific African American children’s writer of the 
1920s” and suggested that Newsome’s “Little Page” 
contributions to The Crisis kept the commitment to black 
children at the forefront of countering white cultural 
ideologies (p. 43-45). One collection of Newsome’s poems 
published in 1940 was illustrated by internationally 
renowned artist, Lois M. Jones, who had once been a Brownie 
featured in the “The Little People of the Month” column at 
age fourteen (Bishop, 2007, p. 28 & 54).  
Jessie R. Fauset’s contributions to The Brownies’ Book 
were laudable as well. She was the literary editor of The 
Brownies’s Book for its publication period, 1920-1921. She 
also wrote poetry and fiction and was credited as an 
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“important figure in African-American literature and in the 
emerging field of black feminist writing” (Johnson-
Feelings, 1996, p. 18). Though she did not receive the 
recognition she deserved and spent most of her professional 
life teaching secondary school, Langston Hughes, a writer 
Fauset mentored, said that she was “one of the most 
significant influences on the literature of the Harlem 
Renaissance” (p. 18-19).  
Whether fostering the careers of new African-American 
authors and illustrators, challenging negative stereotypes 
in literature, or creating a new inroad to engender 
cultural uplift and pride, The Brownies’ Book played a 
critical literary role for African Americans as they 
ushered in the New Negro Movement – a psychological shift 
of the 1920s which embodied a change in thinking that 
resulted in a new sense of racial pride, progressive 
uplift, and cultural awakening and expression for black 
people (Harris, 1986; Locke, 1925; Smith, 2004; Stewart, 
2009). It was during this renaissance that blacks 
experienced a significant “blossoming of literary arts” 
(Hutchinson, 2007, p. 2).  
Carter G. Woodson, also a Ph. D. graduate from Harvard 
and known as the “Father of Negro History,” (Smith, 2004, 
p. 54) founded the Association for the Study of Negro Life 
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and History (now called the Association for the Study of 
African American Life and History) and started his own 
publishing company in which several children’s books for 
black children were published between the 1920s and 1950s 
(Bishop, 2007, p. 21). Woodson also pushed for female 
schoolteachers to use literary avenues to connect schools 
and communities, to teach the history of black people to 
the next generations, and to invest in the black child as a 
whole; and, in 1937 he published The Negro History Bulletin 
for black school children and school teachers as a pathway 
to disseminating the history of blacks (Bishop, 2007, p. 
41-42; Smith, 2004, p. 163-171). In contrast to W.E.B. Du 
Bois, Woodson did not subscribe to “elitist educational 
agendas,” such as a “talented tenth”. Rather, he believed 
that access to the history of blacks should be available to 
all (Smith, 2004, p. 163-164).  
Also, in the 1930s, Sterling Brown, a poet and 
literary critic, identified seven common slave stereotypes 
that were prevalent in American literature: the contented 
slave, the “happy-hearted Negro” (also called the Comic 
Negro), the wretched freedman, the tragic mulatto, the 
exotic primitive, the local color Negro, and the brute 
Negro (Bishop, 2007, p. 68; Brown, 1933; Harris, 1984, p. 
76-86; Martin, 2004, p. 20). Portrayals of satisfied slaves 
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who were wholeheartedly dedicated to their slave owners 
were typical of the contented slave trope (Brown, 1933, p. 
180-186). The slave who was always “grinning and skinning” 
(Winer, 2008, p. 402) and was the object of someone else’s 
laughter and ridicule characterized the happy-hearted 
Negro, or Comic Negro (Brown, 1933, p. 188-191). Brown 
(1933) connected the contented slave and comic negro tropes 
as complementary and explained that the two tropes combined 
provided an excuse for proslavery whites to contend that if 
slaves were jolly and content, then their enslavement must 
not be too awful (p. 188). A slave portrayed as a fish out 
of water unable to flourish in freedom, destined to return 
to the only life he knows under slavery is the trope of the 
wretched freedman (p. 186-187).  
Sentimental fiction of the early 19th century that 
focused on the tragic destiny of mixed race slave 
characters, typically females, was categorized as embodying 
the “tragic mulatto,” or tragic mulatta, trope (Brown, 
1933, p. 192-196; Harris, 2005, p. 217; Raimon, 2004, p. 
5). The trope of the tragic mulatta has been portrayed in 
the literature by both proslavery and anti-slavery authors 
as well as black and white authors. Early African American 
authors, such as William Wells Brown who wrote Clotel 
(1850), Frances Harper who wrote Iola LeRoy (1892), Jean 
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Toomer who authored Cane (1923), and Nella Larson who 
penned Passing (1929), focused on the tragic mulatta image 
(Christian, 1997, p. 3-5). Brown (1933) differentiated 
between proslavery and anti-slavery authors in that mulatta 
portrayals by proslavery authors stereotyped the characters 
as sub-human while anti-slavery authors retained the 
humanity of the characters but sentimentalized and 
sometimes propagandized the situation of the mulatta 
related to abuses suffered, such as concubinage (p. 193).  
Another trope is the exotic primitive slave, which 
typifies blacks as naturally childlike, unusual, ugly and 
animal-like, semi-barbaric or sexualized savages prone to 
violence (Brown, 1933, p. 197-200; Harris, 1986, p. 85-86). 
The local color Negro is a trope in which authors present 
“their versions of Black customs, superstitions, and 
speech” in exaggerated or inaccurate and difficult to read 
dialect (Bishop, 2007, p. 68). Minstrel shows are based 
upon this trope (Brown, 1933).  
Finally, contrasted with the stereotypes of dim-
witted, loyal, happy-hearted slaves is the brute Negro 
stereotype that portrays blacks, particularly black men, as 
beasts or vicious criminals. This trope was used by some 
whites to justify slavery as beneficial to blacks (Brown, 
1933, p. 191).  
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The 1951 Newbery award winner, Amos Fortune, Free Man 
(Yates, 1950), related the exotic primitive and brute Negro 
tropes. This book is a fictionalized biography about a real 
person named Amos Fortune who was kidnapped from Africa in 
the 1700s and enslaved for over four decades in 
Massachusetts. Fortune purchased his freedom and became a 
“model citizen”. Yates’ portrayal of Fortune as a model 
slave/model citizen was based upon the notion that he had 
been saved from a life of savagery in Africa and civilized 
in America through Christianity (Trousdale, 1990). He 
turned the other cheek, did not retaliate against his white 
oppressors, and understood and accepted his place in white 
society (Trousdale, 1990). Brown (1933) spoke against the 
ideology that proslavery authors perpetuated of attempting 
to rationalize that there were benefits to chattel slavery 
(p. 191). Brown indicated that evidence of this trope in 
literature portraying Negro characters “in their place, 
loyally serving and worshipping ole Marse” had been 
considered admirable, and widespread stereotypes of this 
nature fueled much of the brutality wielded against slaves 
in the United States (p. 192). 
Portrayals of slaves in books like Amos Fortune, Free 
Man (Yates, 1950), The Cay (Taylor, 1969), and The Slave 
Dancer (Fox, 1973) have been questioned based on depictions 
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that are reminiscent of the tropes Brown identified in his 
work. For example, the Council on Interracial Books for 
Children (CIBC) was vocal in their disdain for The Cay 
(Taylor, 1969), which won the Jane Addams Children’s Book 
Award in 1970 (Jane Addams Peace Association, n.d., section 
“1970”; Bishop, 2007, p. 86). The CIBC was an active 
organization from the mid-1960s to the mid-1980s with Nancy 
Larrick – educator, author, and critic – as a founding 
member; and, it was formed to address the scarcity of 
quality literature for children by and about African 
Americans and other minorities (Bishop, 2007, p. 85).  
The year following the granting of the Jane Addams 
award to Taylor for The Cay (1969), the CIBC published a 
scathing response criticizing the author for his racist 
portrayal of Timothy, a native of the island on which the 
young white protagonist, Phillip, was stranded (Banfield, 
1998, p. 17; Bernstein, 2006, p. 1, para. 8; Sieruta, 2009, 
para. 3). Consequently, it was reported on the Sieruta blog 
(2009) that the Women’s International League for Peace and 
Freedom asked the author to return the award. However, Katy 
Horning responded politely in the comments section of the 
blog that there was no evidence of the award being 
rescinded; rather, Horning corrected that the 1975 chair of 
the Jane Addams Award Committee made a statement in the 
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Interracial Books for Children Bulletin that awarding The 
Cay had been a mistake (Sieruta, 2009).  
The Cay (Taylor, 1969) perpetuates the exotic 
primitive trope. There are several examples of this trope 
throughout the book that are uncontested. The story is 
about a boy named Phillip who was shipwrecked on a 
Caribbean island with a black man named Timothy. Phillip 
eventually went blind as a result of a head injury during 
the wreck. Most of the story was about Phillip overcoming 
his racist views to befriend Timothy. The following excerpt 
epitomizes the exotic primitive trope. This excerpt is a 
description of what Phillip saw soon after the shipwreck 
(before his blindness occurred) when he awakened on a raft 
next to Timothy: 
I saw a huge, very old Negro sitting on the raft 
near me. He was ugly. His nose was flat and his 
face was broad: his head was a mass of wiry gray 
hair (Taylor, 1969, Chapter 3, para. 14, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). 
I looked around for my mother, but there was 
no one else on the raft. Just this huge Negro, 
myself, and a big black and gray cat that was 
licking his haunches. (para. 15, Kindle 
Paperwhite version) 
The Negro said, “You ‘ad a mos’ terrible 
crack on d’ead, bahss. A strong-back glanc’ offen 
your ‘ead, an’ I harl you board dis raff.” (para. 
16, Kindle Paperwhite version) 
He crawled over toward me. His face couldn’t 
have been blacker, or his teeth whiter. They made 
an alabaster trench in his mouth and his pink-
purple lips peeled back over them like the meat 
  62	  
of a conch shell. (Taylor, 1969, (para. 17, 
Kindle Paperwhite version) 
  
This passage was one of several in the story that 
propagated the black as the exotic primitive. Consequently, 
The Cay (Taylor, 1969) has arguably been considered a 
classic in children’s literature and has remained required 
or recommended reading for many middle-grade children. For 
instance, the Book Rags website (2013) described The Cay as 
“a heartwarming story of survival, friendship, and 
sacrifice” (section “The Cay Summary”). It was also 
considered a best book for young adult readers at Teachers 
First (1998-2013b), a teacher resource website created by 
professional educators. Similarly, The Cay was at the top 
of the eighth grade summer reading list for Education World 
(1996-2013), an elaborate Internet portal of resources for 
teachers, administrators, and other educators. In yet 
another example of the book’s wide appeal, The Cay was part 
of a list of suggested reading for students in grades 6-8 
made available to teachers as an online Language Arts 
resource by Pearson (n.d. b), the world’s leading 
educational publishing company (n.d. a, para. 1). 
Ironically, with all the controversy surrounding the 
portrayals in this book, Taylor dedicated the novel to Dr. 
Martin Luther King’s dream (Taylor, 1969, Dedication page). 
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Texts like The Cay (Taylor, 1969) become part of the 
master narrative because they reinforce mainstream values 
and ideologies. In an interview with Bill Moyers about her 
acclaimed book The Bluest Eye (Morrison, 1970), Toni 
Morrison defined “The Master Narrative” as “whatever 
ideological script that is being imposed by the people in 
authority on everybody else: The Master Fiction…history. It 
has a certain point of view” (Moyers & Company, 1990 March 
11, transcript, para. 33). Morrison and other writers have 
worked to broaden choices in literature for children that 
counter damaging master narratives. This process can be 
forwarded by increased promotion of authors dedicated to 
such a cause.  
The Council on Interracial Books for Children (CIBC) 
had a history of promoting minority writers, such as Walter 
Dean Myers and Sharon Bell Mathis, through a writing 
contest the former organization previously sponsored. The 
impact of the CIBC minority writing contest continues to be 
felt today because the work of prolific African American 
children’s authors like Myers and Mathis is still widely 
read (Bishop, 2007, p. 85-87, 205, 215, & 265).  
Sharon Bell Mathis (1977) wrote with incredulity about 
the American Library Association (ALA) awarding The Slave 
Dancer (Fox, 1973) the 1974 Newbery Award in a chapter 
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titled “The Slave Dancer is an Insult to Black Children” 
from the book Cultural Conformity in Books for Children 
(MacCann & Woodard, 1977). In this chapter, Mathis outlined 
numerous passages that stereotyped Africa and blacks (p. 
146-148).  
In a particularly brutal scene from The Slave Dancer, 
shipmate Nicholas Sparks stomped a slave on the foot when 
he spat out the food he was forced to consume. The slave 
reacted by trying to choke Sparks. Another crewman named 
Stout intervened to save Sparks. In retaliation, Sparks 
violently flogged the slave until he was unconscious. The 
slave was bound to the mast and left hanging until Sparks 
shot him in the back. Fox (1973) described the scene as 
witnessed by the protagonist, a thirteen year old fife 
player named Jessie Bollier: 
I saw the beaten man hanging against the ropes 
that bound him to the mast. The blood was leaking 
from his back in dark streams. Stout, the whip in 
his hand, was speaking to the Captain, and Purvis 
was at the helm. 
I had started toward our quarters when I 
caught sight of Sparks staggering from the stern, 
his pistol held straight out in his hand. He 
fired at the black man whose back burst into 
fragments of flesh (p. 100).  
 
Captain Cawthorne confronted Sparks, but Sparks turned the 
pistol on him. However, the captain quickly subdued Sparks 
and tossed him overboard. Moments later, when Jessie was 
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talking about what happened with members of the crew, he 
learned that the captain was not angry about Sparks turning 
the pistol on him. Rather, he was angry that Sparks killed 
the slave because it cost him a profit. The revealing 
conversation demonstrated how blacks were seen as brute 
Negroes with a propensity toward violence (i.e. when the 
slave began choking Sparks in self-defense) and thus seen 
as prime for being dealt with violently and treated 
brutally: 
Then Purvis joined us and told Ned the whole 
story. Ned said nothing, but I said I’d never 
seen a man so angry at another man as the Captain 
had been at Spark. 
 “I should say so!” exclaimed Purvis. “Why he 
dared to shoot that black!” 
 “But I thought it was because he pointed his 
pistol at Cawthorne,” I said. 
 “Oh, not at all, lad,” replied Purvis. “Old 
Cawthorne’s been through mutinies before. He 
never lost a hair! But Cawthorne knew that black 
would recover – they can survive floggings that 
would kill a white man a hundred times over – and 
Spark killed him. Don’t you see? There went the 
profit!” (p. 101). 
  
Fox did not offer an author’s note to discuss the 
perspective she took in writing this novel or to explain 
how she attempted to position the reader. Nor did she 
provide an appendix of resources to demonstrate that she 
researched for this book. Initially, a reader might 
conclude that Fox was writing a narrative that portrayed 
the views of the white crewmen and depicted the harsh 
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treatment of slaves. The only problem with this argument is 
that the slaves were described in negative terms, while the 
behaviors of the captain and crew were not interrogated. As 
Binnie Tate (1977) pointed out, Fox attempted to portray 
the ship’s crew as villainous but ended up excusing their 
actions and placing blame on the Africans for their 
captivity (p. 150). Tate (1977) also expressed her dismay 
at the ALA for labeling this book an example of excellence 
in children’s literature (p. 153).  
Publishing trends in children’s books continued to be 
severely problematic during the Civil Rights Era. In 1965, 
Nancy Larrick wrote a revealing article about the impact of 
trends in children’s book publishing between the years of 
1962 and 1964. In the article, she documented the gross 
omission of black children from the pages of the books from 
which they were learning to read. One of the opening lines 
of the article was the inquiry of a young black girl 
regarding the picture books she was reading for school. She 
asked, “Why are they always white children?” Larrick (1965) 
surveyed over 5,000 children’s books and was clear in her 
stance that the omission of black children from the pages 
of these books was damaging to white children as well as to 
black children (p. 63). She mentioned racial bias in 
textbooks as another example of the invisibility of blacks 
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in literature and history (p. 63). In addition, Larrick 
(1965) did not merely pinpoint the quantity of black images 
and content in children’s literature but also the quality 
of those few images and sparse content. She was not solely 
concerned with the number of black faces on the page; she 
was also concerned that the limited number of books 
portraying blacks at all were those that were either set 
outside the continental United States or that were far 
removed historically from that which the child would have 
personally related (p. 64). For instance, Larrick (1965) 
noted that at a time when civil rights was an important 
movement in America, historical books depicting smiling 
slaves would most likely have been seen as distasteful by 
the blacks who might read them (p. 64).  
Have there been strides in publishing trends since 
Larrick’s 1965 study? Not many (see Table 2 for 2002-2012 
publishing trends; Table 3 for 1994-2001 publishing trends; 
and, Table 4 for 1985-1993 publishing trends). According to 
the Cooperative Children’s Book Center (2013b), an 
estimated 5,000 children’s books are published yearly. The 
CCBC (2012, 2013a) posts an annual Choices essay on their 
website with data on the publishing trends in books for 
children and young adults from the previous year. For 
example, the 2013 Choices essay looked at publishing trends 
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for 2012. In 2002, the CCBC reported a mere 166 out of the 
3,150 books they reviewed as containing significant African 
or African-American content. There were 69 books for which 
the author, illustrator, or both were of African or 
African-American descent. It is important to note that not 
all of the books authored or illustrated by African-
Americans were categorized as books “about Africans or 
African-Americans,” though most were. Overall, little more 
than 2% of the 3,150 children’s and young adult books 
received by the CCBC were written by and about African-
Americans.   
Fast-forward a decade later to the 2013 Choices essay, 
and there does not appear to be much progress for African 
or African American literature in the world of children’s 
book publishing. From 3,600 books received by the CCBC in 
2012, there were 119 books featuring African or African-
American content and only 68 books by African-American 
authors and/or illustrators. Fewer books overall in 2012 
featured content about Africans or African-Americans than 
in 2002, and the number of books by black authors &/or 
illustrators was almost exactly the same as a decade ago 
with more total reviewed books. Likewise, the numbers in 
the years between 2002 and 2012 did not demonstrate much 
fluctuation or growth (see Table 5). The percentages were 
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more dismal when the amount of books with black content or 
by black authors was compared to the total number of 
children’s books published in the United States each year 
(estimated at 5,000 books published annually).  
The Cooperative Children’s Book Center (2012) reported 
that “the number of books by people of color has plateaued 
for the past decade or so with one exception: books by 
Asian Pacific American authors” (section “Meaningful 
Multicultural Literature,” para. 5). In the 2012 Choices 
essay, the CCBC noted that they were surprised by the 
number of multicultural picture books that were authored by 
celebrities from the sports and entertainment worlds. 
Julius Lester, Newbery Award winning author, stated that 
publishing companies now owned by European corporations 
whose main goal is to make money, “give millions of dollars 
to celebrities for books that don’t sell” (The Brown 
Bookshelf – United in Story, n.d., para. 13). It is evident 
by dismal publishing trends that the majority of the 
literature available to children does not reflect the 
reality of the changing landscape of diverse student 
demographics in 21st century classrooms (Banks, 2012, p. 
183). In the essay “A Few Observations on Publishing in 
2012,” the Cooperative Children’s Book Center (2013a) 
stated: 
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The news in terms of sheer numbers continues to 
be discouraging: the total number of books about 
people of color – regardless of quality, 
regardless of accuracy or authenticity – was less 
than eight percent of the total number of titles 
we received. 
Think about that. Think about it terms [sic] 
of what you know about the changing demographics 
of our nation. Think about it in terms of the 
children and teens with whom you interact each 
and every day. They all deserve more (section 
“The CCBC and Multicultural Literature: Over 
Twenty-Five Years and Counting,” para. 1 & 2). 
 
The CCBC continues to admonish publishers about their 
commitment to multicultural literature. Due to the fact 
that gaining access to publishing trends from publishing 
companies can be difficult, data on publishing trends 
reported by the CCBC remains a valuable resource (Nancy 
O’Brien, personal communication, June 20, 2013). 
I was alarmed by the underwhelming number of books 
published with significant African or African-American 
content and was equally concerned that the number and 
quality of images and stories representing African and 
African American females and their experiences would be 
even worse. After I read Elijah of Buxton (2007) by 
Christopher Paul Curtis, I became increasingly interested 
in the number of books and the types of portrayals in books 
relating to the African American female slave experience. 
As a long-time fan of Curtis’ work since his first novel 
for children, The Watsons Go to Birmingham – 1963 (1995), I 
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was fascinated with the history behind the Buxton 
settlement in Canada when I read Elijah of Buxton. Buxton 
was founded as a refuge for escaped slaves in 1849 (Curtis, 
2007, Author’s Note). Elijah Freeman, the book’s eleven-
year-old protagonist, was the settlement’s first freeborn 
child. Elijah risked losing his freedom to travel to slave 
territory in the United States to help a friend retrieve 
stolen money that had been saved to purchase his wife and 
children out of slavery. Through Elijah’s many adventures 
he learned several life lessons that culminated into a 
coming of age story.  
One impactful part of the story was chapter 7, “Mr. 
Leroy Shows How to Really Make a Lesson Stick.” After Mr. 
Leroy’s visceral reaction to Elijah’s casual use of the 
word “nigger,” Elijah was immediately and inwardly 
convicted as he began to understand Mr. Leroy’s perspective 
on the term as a former slave (Curtis, 2007, p. 93-102). It 
was one of the more serious passages in the book, but 
Curtis was able to weave humor, adventure, history, and 
suspense into the overall story using a myriad of complex 
characters that ranged from Elijah’s buddy, Cooter, to The 
Preacher (the Right Reverend Deacon Doctor Zephariah 
Connerly, the Third) to Mr. Leroy to the real MaWee.  
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When I finished reading Elijah of Buxton (Curtis, 
2007), I realized that I had been introduced to many 
interesting characters, but virtually all of the major 
players had been male. I wondered why I had not heard more 
of the female voice throughout the story. As the young 
black girl asked Nancy Larrick in 1965 about why all the 
images in pictures books were white children, I wondered if 
contemporary black girls would ask, “Are all the important 
characters in this story (and other stories about slavery) 
black males?” More critically, would girls even notice the 
omission?  
Nodelman & Reimer (2003) explained that the reader 
must be conscious of what is missing in a text, which he 
defined as "the ideas or assumptions it takes for granted 
and therefore does not explicitly assert," and he offered 
adoption of this approach to reading rather than merely 
accepting the implied values of a text (p. 156). Nodelman & 
Reimer (2003) cautioned readers that a text might subtly 
act as an "interpretive resource" as one makes decisions 
about gendered behavior (p. 158). He highlighted "the 
feminist critique" in which women respond to and analyze 
male-produced text, and he borrowed the idea of resistance 
as a reading strategy from Judith Fetterley (Nodelman & 
Reimer, 2003, p. 160). Fetterley was at the helm of the 
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feminist movement in the 1970s in which there was a move 
toward focusing on “literary representations of women, by 
women and for women,” and her writing of The Resisting 
Reader (1978) was held up as the manual for studying women 
portrayals in the male-dominated western canon of 
literature which necessitated that the female reader 
identify as male (Eagleton, 2007, Chapter 6, Cherchez la 
femme section, para. 1, Kindle Paperwhite version). 
Similarly, May (2005) focused on how encoded language in 
texts shapes reading and norms for behaving in society; 
thus, she punctuated the fact that readers are "taught a 
codified way of approaching difference" (p. 81). 
Issues of gender in children’s literature are not new 
debates and span an array of genres. Gender, along with 
race, has played a critical role in the field of children's 
literature (May, 2005, p. 81). Botelho & Rudman (2009) 
discussed the social construction of gender as exemplified 
in traditional stories such as Cinderella, a story common 
in many cultures (p. 221-238). They framed their discussion 
around the premise that “gender is a socially and 
ideologically bound identity” (Botelho & Rudman, 2009, p. 
221) and suggested that readers must be aware of cultural 
and social divisions across class, gender, and race as well 
as the messages about expectations and distinctions that 
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may be embedded within text around these divisions (p. 
238). Nodelman and Reimer (2003) recommended reading 
against the text (p. 156); and, one way to do this is by 
paying attention to assumptions about gender in the way 
female characters are portrayed (p. 157). 
Coupled with the problem of the sparse publishing of 
multicultural literature and the need to ensure that female 
slave experiences are evident in the books in which 
children are introduced, Elijah of Buxton (Curtis, 2007) 
piqued my interest in exploring other historical fiction 
for middle-grade children to find out if similar patterns 
existed within the paucity of children’s literature on the 
subject of chattel slavery written by African American 
authors. I was curious to investigate how gender relations 
were depicted in these stories, the roles women played, and 
the ways in which gender and race intersected (Botelho & 
Rudman, 2009, p. 29). Additionally, while research has been 
done comparing portrayals of blacks in children’s 
literature written by African-Americans against master 
narratives, there has not been a study of this nature 
undertaken to compare children’s authors within the 
African-American writing community as a way to consider 
master narratives relating to the intersection of race and 
gender.    
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The issue of master narratives has been challenged for 
quite some time. Raymond Williams (1961) presented an idea 
analogous to master narratives: the concept of the 
selective tradition. He outlined three levels of culture: 
lived culture, recorded culture, and the culture of the 
selective tradition (p. 49). The culture of selective 
tradition, Williams explained, was the connection between 
lived culture and period culture, or recorded culture. The 
selection of literature can begin with the lived culture 
based on what is valued and emphasized because one cannot 
be expected to read all of the literature available in a 
particular period in history (Williams, 1961). As such, 
Williams (1961) suggested the idea of an embedded selection 
process in which as one period ends, the valuations of that 
period may fluctuate “governed by many kinds of special 
interests, including class interests” (p. 51). Williams 
described this cultural tradition as a “continual selection 
and re-selection of ancestors” (p. 52). Moreover, Williams 
stated that change within the selective tradition was 
partly due to “the emphasis on works of general value” and 
that because of this, the lived culture differed from the 
period (recorded) culture.  
In Harris’ (1986) seminal research on The Brownies’ 
Book, she used the selective tradition as the theoretical 
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lens from which to analyze Du Bois’ groundbreaking 
publication (p. 9). Harris (1986) highlighted the 
importance of positive depictions of black culture, which 
are still as important today as during the two years in 
which the magazine was published (in the calendar years of 
1920 and 1921). Harris (1986) credited The Brownies Book as 
one of the first examples of blacks writing children's 
literature that strongly countered the selective tradition 
(p. 10, 61, 72, & 97-98).  
Much of the literature by whites and blacks through 
the 1940s perpetuated stereotypical images of black women. 
Southern white literature about slavery and Reconstruction 
particularly created derogatory images of black women such 
as the mammy figure, the concubine, the conjure woman, and 
the tragic mulatta (Christian, 1997, p. 2). Free Within 
Ourselves (Bishop, 2007) detailed the history of the 
development of children’s literature by and about African-
Americans whose work was dedicated to eradicating negative 
and inaccurate portrayals. Though Bishop (2007) identified 
major African-American authors and the impact their work 
has had on children’s literature, she included discussion 
on the publishing obstacles that continue to plague the 
industry, which is corroborated by the CCBC trend data and 
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serves as evidence that the selective tradition is still 
alive and well. 
As an example of an approach to history that 
considered the impact of gender, Alridge (2006) addressed 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Civil Rights Era as a 
textbook topic. He related how representations of King in 
many high school history books are heroic, one-dimensional 
and oversimplified. He even chided that key women of the 
Civil Rights Movement such as Ella Baker were “critical of 
King’s male chauvinism and failure to advocate forcefully 
for female leadership in the movement” (Alridge, 2006, p. 
672; Harris-Perry, 2011, Chapter 2, Angry Black Women 
section, para. 17, Loc. 1372, Kindle Paperwhite version). 
Alridge’s statement underlies the significance of not only 
problematizing multicultural representation in children’s 
books and textbooks but making sure not to overlook 
discussion of the intersectionality of race and gender, 
specifically as it relates to African-American women in 
United States history.  
It is essential for African American authors of 
children's books to continue writing about black children. 
Black children deserve to see themselves in historical and 
contemporary literature portrayed in realistic ways that 
can break the "spell" of the selective tradition and the 
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resulting socialization (Harris, 1986, p. 13 & 15). 
Equally, black men and women should continue writing about 
the experiences of black females who also deserve to see 
themselves portrayed realistically in the literature. 
Widespread access to literature about black experiences and 
greater publishing opportunities for black authors is a 
prerequisite to changing the reading landscape for 
children, thus providing more diverse book choices for 
children, parents, and teachers. Accordingly, the necessity 
to focus on race and gender, particularly as discussion of 
the two concepts relates to literature for children, was a 
catalyst for combining critical race theory and black 
feminist criticism as theoretical perspectives from which 
this study stems.  
Theoretical Framework(s)  
 Critical race theory and black feminist criticism 
served as complementary theoretical frameworks from which 
this research stemmed. These two theories were used to 
forge perspectives from which to view historical literature 
for middle-level learners that focused on slavery and the 
experiences of slave women in America. Critical race theory 
provided a lens to look at portrayals of female slaves 
within the institution of chattel slavery from the 
standpoint of racism and power (Bell, 1992; Delgado & 
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Stefancic, 2001). Black feminist criticism provided a lens 
to look at these same portrayals from the standpoint of the 
intersectionality of race/racism and gender/sexism 
(Caldwell, 2003; Collins, 1998; Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 
2000; Hine, 1996; Varma, 2006). Black feminist theory is a 
perspective in which issues are examined through the lens 
of how black women are impacted. It is an extension of 
feminist theory that also considers race coupled with 
gender as an important factor in understanding the added 
layer of oppression black women faced and continue to face, 
particularly through an ideological dimension that allows 
for this oppression to continue existing (Collins, 1998; 
Collins, 2000; Collins cited in Tong, 2009).  
Alice Walker, writer and literary scholar known for 
her writings about race and gender, coined the term 
“womanist” (Collins, 1998, p. 61). Black womanist theory is 
a way of “problematizing and critiquing the ways racist, 
sexist, and classist ideologies were sewn into dominant 
Christian, feminist, and black liberation theological 
perspectives” (M.L. Harris, 2010, p. 1). This idea of black 
women having a “tri-dimensional experience” was key in the 
study of black women’s literary tradition of the 1970s and 
1980s, led by Alice Walker (Collins, 2000; M.L. Harris, 
2010, p. 3). Walker’s definition of womanist reached beyond 
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gender, as does black feminist theory, and cited the 
inclusivity of black men as key to the survival of the 
entire community; it is reflective of the wholeness 
necessary to fully empower black women and their respective 
communities (Collins, 1998, p. 63; M.L. Harris, 2010, p. 
3). Womanist theory included religion and was set to also 
“highlight the complex subjectivity of black women and 
celebrate their religious, theological, and ethical 
perspectives.” (M.L. Harris, 2010, p. 4). 
A rationale for using critical race theory and 
critical black feminist theory was that in comparing the 
depictions of female slaves by African American female 
authors and African American male authors, the two theories 
together offered an alternative to what Stanfield II & 
Dennis (1993) called “the fallacy of homogeneity” in race 
research (p. 19). The experiences of black people are not 
all the same, and added issues of class, gender, gender 
orientation, regionalism, and so forth, can provide 
necessary layers to understanding the varied experiences 
and ranges of identities that add to the humanity of people 
of color (Stanfield II & Dennis, 1993). 
 Critical race theory started in the 1970s after the 
gains of the Civil Rights Movement seemed to no longer be 
moving forward (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001), and it came out 
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of Critical Legal Studies (CLS) and the practice of legal 
storytelling as a method for exposing institutional racism 
and prevalent racial injustices (Bell, 1992). Since that 
time, racial critique of the justice system has expanded 
beyond legal studies to include research areas such as (a) 
Lat Crit, (b) Queer Crit, (c) American Indian Studies, (d) 
critical race feminism, and it has infiltrated other 
disciplines such as (a) comparative literature, (b) natural 
sciences, (c) social sciences, (d) education, and (e) other 
fields in countries around the world (Delgado & Stefancic, 
2001; Dixson & Rousseau, 2006).  
 According to Delgado & Stefancic (2001), the major 
tenets of critical race theory (CRT) are that racism is 
normal, purposeful, and a social construction. The idea 
that racism is normal means that it is an ordinary part of 
our everyday lives; there is nothing unusual about its 
occurrence. The idea that racism is purposeful means that 
it serves the interest of the dominant group and thus there 
is little to no incentive to eliminate it. Finally, the 
concept of racism as a social construction holds that race 
is not based on genetics; rather, race is a category 
invented by dominant members of society to perpetuate and 
continue set divisions of power (Callister & Didham, 2009). 
Likewise, differential racialization by the dominant group 
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in society can occur against different minority groups at 
different times, depending on the needs and interests of 
dominant society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Similar to 
this idea is that of intersectionality and the necessity 
not to essentialize a group of people into a solitary 
identity (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Delgado and Stefancic 
(2001) highlighted themes of critical race theory, which 
include:  
(a) Interest convergence as related to two camps of 
CRT thinkers: idealists and realists. Idealists 
subscribe to the idea that if you can change attitudes 
then you can eradicate racism; and, realists purport 
that racism is about allocating privilege and status 
and thus not so easily erased;  
(b) Revisionist interpretations of history – the 
minority challenges interpretations of history by the 
majority;  
(c) The critique of liberalism – perpetuates a 
colorblind philosophy with neutral rights for all 
under the constitution, which attempts to neutralize 
gains such as affirmative action; and,  
(d) Structural determinism – “the idea that our 
system, by reason of its structure and vocabulary, 
cannot redress certain types of wrong” (Delgado & 
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Stefancic, 2001, Chapter 2, D.Structural Determinism 
section, para. 2, Loc. 491, Kindle Paperwhite version)  
The fact that critical race theory has found utilization in 
the field of education is important. In the Foreword of 
Critical Race Theory: An Introduction (Delgado & Stefancic, 
2001), Angela Harris highlighted her start into law school 
in the early 1980s and the omission of any discussion about 
race, ethnicity, feminism, or any issues of concern for 
women. Harris recalled knowing that something was 
“profoundly missing” from her law education (Harris, 2001, 
Foreword, para. 3, Loc. 148, Kindle Paperwhite version). It 
was not until Harris finished law school in 1989 that she 
was finally able to attend a workshop on critical race 
theory and was introduced to authors and researchers such 
as Richard Delgado, Derrick Bell, and Kimberle Crenshaw 
(para. 5, Loc. 156, Kindle Paperwhite version).   
With a similar point of view as expressed by Angela 
Harris, I was motivated to review the literature about 
slavery for middle-level learners by African American 
authors with consideration for race and gender and 
particular focus on how female slaves of African descent 
were portrayed. It was my hypothesis that something was 
still “profoundly missing” (Angela Harris as quoted in 
Delgado & Stefancic, 2001) from the literature widely used 
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within the social studies curriculum as well as in 
textbooks that perpetuated dominant paradigms. Tyson (2003) 
quoted Invisible Man (Ellison, 1952) to illustrate the 
absence of race in the social studies curriculum and 
standards accentuated by the invisibility of race/racism in 
textbooks, professional journals, policy and practice (p. 
23). Howard (2003) acknowledged an increase in gender 
equity and multicultural education in social science 
discourse and scholarship but also stressed the need for 
radical dialogue on race in the social studies.  
Subsequently, a case was made for integrating quality 
historical fiction with authentic representations of 
slavery into the social studies curricula for middle-grade 
children as segue into critical literacy and as an 
introduction to understanding the history of race relations 
between blacks and whites in America. Botelho & Rudman 
(2009) contended that existing and dominant ideologies 
would continue to manifest unless students learned to read 
and write for social justice and change. They further 
advanced the idea that “critical multicultural analysis is 
powerful literacy because it utilizes literacy for 
‘reading’ the discourses that have created us, in addition 
to aligning ourselves with subjectivities and discourses 
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that will mobilize us toward democratic participation in 
society” (p. 65).  
The role of critical literacy in this study could also 
serve to “uncover the ideology of patriarchy in society” 
(Morrell, 2008, p. 47) exemplified in the literature for 
children and to act as a means to make known the unique 
experiences and perspectives of black women during the era 
of chattel slavery in this country. Morrell (2008) 
acknowledged the role of dominant texts, or canonical 
literature, in advancing the values of patriarchy (p. 48). 
Just as Ladson-Billings (2009) suggested that CRT views the 
school curriculum as a tool “to maintain a White 
supremacist master script” (p. 29), there are parallels in 
the school curriculum, particularly evident in literature 
for children (Al-Shalabi, Salameh, Thebyan, & Umari, 2011). 
Dixson and Rousseau (2006) in a chapter titled “And We Are 
Still Not Saved” from Critical Race Theory in Education 
reiterated the tenet of “voice” in CRT to counteract and 
challenge the prevailing voice of the majority, in this 
case within educational research. Though “voice” in Dixson 
and Rousseau’s discussion focused on race, I mimicked the 
same discussion about voice as it related to challenging a 
prevailing patriarchal voice in historical fiction for 
children and young adults.  
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Controversies over curriculum and history persist. 
With the 2010 debate over the adoption of new history 
textbooks in Texas, what emerged was what some perceived as 
the whitewashing of slavery and other events in history, 
which were sometimes portrayed in erroneous ways (Loewen, 
1995). Loewen (1995; 2008) studied several history 
textbooks used in high schools and middle schools across 
the nation and found them to be largely ineffective, 
dispassionate, sanitized, and unscholarly on a number of 
fronts. He noted that students were not reading these 
sometimes 1000+ page books, and teachers were covering 
material as opposed to really teaching history with depth. 
While Loewen (1995) admitted that most textbooks he studied 
portrayed slavery as “intolerable to the slave,” he said, 
“Americans seem perpetually startled at slavery” (p. 142). 
One example of this is that there are some people who are 
still shocked to learn that George Washington and Thomas 
Jefferson owned slaves (p. 142 & 295). Loewen also claimed 
that most textbooks downplay slavery in the North and 
represent it as though it was a regional problem as opposed 
to a national problem (p. 142). Moreover, Loewen found that 
the history texts he analyzed presented slavery as 
“uncaused, a tragedy,” rather than a wrong perpetrated by 
some people on others (p. 145). Consequently, the way 
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historical events are worded (or not worded) in texts can 
perpetuate misconceptions of history. 
In his introduction to Faces at the Bottom of the 
Well, Bell (1992) discussed the phenomenon in which 
typically the slave heritage of black people has elicited 
shame instead of pride. Bell shared his experience that 
slavery was barely mentioned in schools and that society 
managed to lay the blame of slavery on the enslaved while 
exonerating the slaveholders (Introduction, para. 1, 2 & 6, 
Kindle Paperwhite version). There was a resurgence of 
interest about slavery in the 1960s and 1970; and, in 1974 
Alex Haley’s Roots first appeared in condensed form in 
Reader’s Digest, as a complete volume in 1976, and finally 
as a television miniseries in 1977 (Bell, 1992, 
Introduction, para. 3, Kindle Paperwhite version). The book 
and television mini-series brought renewed awareness of the 
evils of chattel slavery and how it affected generations of 
Haley’s family. Though Roots (1976) is Kunta Kente’s story, 
Haley did not ignore the role women played. Haley wrote 
about Kunta’s daughter, Kizzy, and wove a compelling story 
about her existence on the Waller slave plantation as well 
as the Lea plantation to which she was ultimately sold at 
age 16. In graphic detail, Haley described the brutal rape 
Kizzy endured at the hands of Massa Tom Lea – just one of 
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many atrocities suffered by black female slaves. He 
subsequently wrote Queen, the story of his half-Irish 
paternal grandmother, which was published posthumously in 
1993 (Henneberger, 1993). There were allegations of 
plagiarism against Haley, claiming that he lifted several 
passages in Roots from The African (Courlander, 1967), and 
there were questions about his reported decade-long 
genealogical research (Martin, 1994, p. 38). However, the 
story of Roots (1976) remains an example of how race, 
gender, and power have historically been intertwined. 
Bell (1992) exhorted readers to remember that although 
African Americans have made noted progress, the racist 
attitudes that supported slavery have not vanished within 
our country’s many institutions. One prime example of 
political progress was the 2008 election of Barack Obama as 
the 44th President of the United States (and his subsequent 
re-election to a second term in 2012). Yet, the state of 
blacks in America is still far from ideal. According to The 
Covenant (Smiley, 2006), nearly one third of all blacks do 
not have a regular doctor, black women are 80% more likely 
to die of stroke than white women, and nationally, half of 
all black neighborhoods are food deserts that lack access 
to full-service grocery stores (p. 9-10). The Covenant 
reported only 45% of black children are enrolled in some 
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type of early childhood education program by age three, 
which is key to school readiness and sustained academic 
success (National Education Association, 2002-2014; Porter, 
2013; RAND Corporation, 2005; Smiley, 2006, p. 32; 
whitehouse.gov, n.d.). The legal/justice system is bleak 
for African American families as well. Based on trends, one 
in three black males born today can expect to be imprisoned 
in his lifetime. Moreover, while blacks make up only about 
12% of the population in America, they comprise about 44% 
of the state and federal prison population (Smiley, 2006, 
p. 53), notwithstanding issues of racial profiling and 
legal injustices (e.g. the way some courts sentence blacks 
more severely for crimes than whites). An example of this 
type of injustice is that “young black offenders are more 
than twice as likely to be transferred to adult court as 
their white counterparts” (p. 54). Though often invisible, 
race is a critical factor in these and other social issues 
of our day making it more difficult to reduce negative 
racial attitudes. 
Gloria Ladson-Billings (2003) reiterated the point 
that racist attitudes had not vanished in the U.S. history 
curriculum, the social studies profession, and the history 
of social studies policies enacted and supported by the 
National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS). Ladson-
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Billings also used Invisible Man (Ellison, 1952) as a 
comparison for the absence of race in the social studies 
curriculum and the NCSS position statements. If the social 
studies are supposed to help create more informed citizens, 
then the invisibility of race in social studies is working 
counter to this goal. Howard (2003) argued that issues 
pertaining to race and racism are nonexistent in the 
discourse, research, and scholarship of social studies; 
thus, critical race theory (CRT) is needed to draw more 
attention to the role race played in these educational 
arenas (p. 28-29). Howard also surmised that one reason for 
this lack of attention on race/racism was that 
organizations such as the NCSS are largely made up of 
whites who may not be as likely to raise issues of race; 
or, they may be ideologically opposed to the idea that race 
has a role in social studies education. Because racism 
affects whites in addition to people of color (Loewen, 
1995; Howard, 2003), it is imperative that social studies 
teachers do not continue to allow race/racism to be ignored 
or downplayed in the social studies curriculum and within 
the profession.  
Taxel (1982) stressed the importance of understanding 
the impact of the selective tradition. He described the 
absence of certain voices from children’s literature and 
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social studies texts as an example of the ‘selective 
tradition’ at work (p. 9). Taxel defined the selective 
tradition as the deliberately selective perspective on the 
past that helps shape the present and is powerful in 
inculcating a social and cultural identity (p. 8). 
Therefore, certain histories, traditions, and meanings are 
continually valued and transmitted; and, these perspectives 
are dominated by “white, Anglo, middle and upper class 
males” (p. 9). Because this selective tradition is not 
presented as one of many other traditions but rather as 
“the” tradition, it becomes problematic for women, people 
of color, working class, and other underrepresented groups 
whose perspectives have historically been “minimized, 
distorted, and…altogether excluded” (p. 9). Taxel also 
discussed the idea of invisibility from American history 
and literature and specifically pinpointed the distorted 
fashion in which slavery has been portrayed – as if 
“consistent with the natural order of things” (p. 9). As 
such, Taxel seemed to promote the use of children’s 
literature for critical teaching. Taxel described 
comparative reading as a strategy for critical teaching. 
With this strategy, students read two juxtaposed texts on 
similar issues or events. This is an effective way to help 
students understand differing perspectives and viewpoints 
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and the way in which literature can ignore or misrepresent 
history. Even with these teaching strategies, there is 
still the difficulty of reaching the most resistant student 
(p. 19).  
Brooks (2009) wrote about counter-storytelling and 
applying critical race theory to expose “historical and 
longstanding exclusion or devaluation of children’s 
literature written by people of color” (p. 37). Brooks 
posited that employing critical race theory to historical 
fiction enabled teachers and teacher-educators to 
understand why racism has had an enduring hold on our 
society, particularly from the perspective of the oppressed 
(p. 42). Brooks also advocated for the use of companion 
texts as a way to link issues of race from the past to the 
present (p. 43). Thus, students can learn to value and 
appreciate literature about varied people and experiences 
and begin to question the status quo. Critical race theory 
provided the outlet through which to challenge the literary 
canon that made up the selective tradition. Harris (1990) 
defined canons as “sanctioned lists of works perpetuated by 
critics, educators, and cultural guardians” and posited 
that there are few pieces of literature labeled classics 
that have been written by people of color (p. 540).  
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In this study, specific historical fiction titles 
authored by African American writers were analyzed to make 
a case for using titles like these as mentor texts, 
supplemental/companion texts, and comparative texts within 
the social studies curriculum. Additionally, an extended 
case was advanced for highlighting the experiences of the 
first African/African American women in this country to 
make them more visible as an important background for 
understanding the role of black women in American society 
in the 21st century. This was the reason critical black 
feminist theory in conjunction with critical race theory 
were necessary perspectives for this study.  
McNair (2010) interrogated the definition of a 
“classic” and highlighted African American children’s 
literature that should be considered classic literature. 
McNair categorized this literature into three groups: (a) 
books with universal experiences and themes from an African 
American perspective; (b) breakthrough books, or books that 
were a “first” in some way; and, (c) books that represent 
literary innovations in style, format, use of literary 
devices, and/or language. Many Coretta Scott King Award 
winning books fit McNair’s category of “classic” 
literature, books McNair promoted in children’s literature 
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courses. McNair also called for teachers and librarians to 
broaden their scope of what constitutes a “classic”. 
A feminist approach to research problematizes gender 
domination within a patriarchal society and “questions the 
centrality of gender in the shaping of our consciousness” 
(Creswell, 2007, p. 83). For this study, the ways 
children’s literature might affect our consciousness 
shaping about black women were analyzed. Because some have 
argued that race and gender for black women is inextricable 
(Collins, 2007), it was imperative to utilize both 
theoretical frameworks as a foundation for this study. 
Baber (2003) utilized the terms ‘gender-racism’ and ‘race-
sexism’ to describe the quagmire that African American 
women find themselves (p. 52-53). Gender-racism is 
associated to the tension between black and white female 
feminists, which was particularly evident at the start of 
the women’s liberation movement. In essence, gender-racism 
is linked to the racism that occurs when white feminists 
subvert the needs of black women. Baber (2003) attributed 
this phenomenon to the legacy of domestic work many black 
women inherited as a result of the historical mistress-
servant mentality that stemmed from slavery (p. 53). Race-
sexism is rooted in the historical exploitation of African 
American women by white men. It can manifest as sexual 
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harassment, sexual stereotyping of black women, and can 
also include sexist attitudes that black men may have about 
the role of black women (Baber, 2003, p. 53).  
Wallace (2000) described the status of black women in 
1975 as historically “being on the bottom” and that, during 
this time period, in order to truly move beyond independent 
work and really be part of a black women’s movement, it 
would require that “we would have to fight the world” (p. 
523). Wallace expressed feelings of resentment at the 
embedded messages in society that correlated being feminine 
to being white (p. 519). The white feminists of the 1960s 
and 1970s advocated for their own agendas with little 
concern for the needs of black women; and, black males 
played a role in subjecting black women to their own form 
of oppression while simultaneously fighting for the rights 
of black ‘men’ (p. 521).  
To further this point, Barbara Smith drafted the 
Combahee River Collective Statement in 1977 addressing four 
major issues. One of those issues was the necessity to 
start a black feminist movement due to “our membership in 
two oppressed racial and sexual castes” (Wallace, 2000, p. 
524). As an outcome of the second wave of the women’s 
movement that started in the late 1960s and in response to 
the disillusionment with racist politics of the [white] 
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women’s movement and sexist politics of the civil rights 
and black nationalist movements, black women began to come 
together formally in 1974 within the National Black 
Feminist Organization (NBFO), though not without some major 
difficulties in organizing and focusing efforts (p. 525, 
527-528). About a decade after the founding of the NBFO, 
Audre Lorde (2000) wrote about the link between race and 
gender (as well as age, sexual preference, and class) in 
her 1984 essay titled “I Am Your Sister.” Lorde (2000) 
raised the point that it was always the oppressed who have 
to try to convince the oppressors of their oppressive 
behaviors (p. 538) and that the women’s movement was 
operating under a pretense of homogeneity of experiences 
(Stanfield & Dennis, 1993, p. 19-21).  
The omission of literature about women of color from 
women’s studies courses is an example of the built-in 
privilege that white women tended to ignore while defining 
womanhood in terms of their own experiences (Lorde, 2000, 
p. 540). Bell hooks (2000) reiterated this notion in her 
critique of Betty Friedan’s 1963 essay, The Feminine 
Mystique, and said that Friedan “made her plight and the 
plight of White women…synonymous with a condition affecting 
all American women” (Giddings, 1984; hooks, 2000, p. 545). 
Lorde (2003) also stated, “Black women’s literature is full 
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of the pain of frequent assault, not only by a racist 
patriarchy, but also by black men” (p. 542).  
Guy-Sheftall (2009) expounded on Anna Julia Cooper’s 
role as a pioneer and leader in the black feminist movement 
at the start of the 20th century by highlighting A Voice 
from the South (1892) as the seminal text of its time on 
black feminist thought. She pointed out that Cooper has 
been a neglected figure in black intellectual history and 
was virtually ignored during her day by African-American 
males (p. 13 & 14). Leavy (2007) stated, “Feminists are at 
the forefront of critically interrogating the texts and 
products that comprise culture to resist patriarchal 
understandings of social reality that push women and other 
minorities to the peripheries of their culture and social 
interpretive processes” (p. 224, Kindle Paperwhite 
version). For this study, I critically interrogated 
children’s literature to find out if there were patriarchal 
understandings about the slave experiences of black women 
that might be problematic or overlooked. I examined how 
gender and gender roles were portrayed in the literature 
and how these representations might affect the readers’ 
notions of the history of black females in America, 
particularly during their enslavement. 
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Giddings (1984) historicized the clash of the post-
1970 women’s liberation movement and the civil rights 
movement and noted “some Black women felt themselves in a 
dilemma” (p. 311, Kindle Paperwhite version). Understanding 
the reasoning of the women’s movement and sharing the 
solidarity of the civil rights movement, Giddings said 
“Black women’s feminist reactions tend to be muted;” and, 
while male chauvinism increased as the Civil Rights 
Movement started to deteriorate after 1964, black women 
were less inclined to accept sexist behavior and second-
class citizenry within black culture (p. 311, Kindle 
Paperwhite version).  
Collins (2000) purported that the victimization and 
invisibility of black women in America and other countries 
was a method of retaining social inequalities. She insisted 
that the intersectionality of race, gender, and class as 
oppressive elements that started during slavery had “shaped 
all subsequent relationships that women of African descent 
had within black American families and communities, with 
employers, and among one another” (p. 4). According to 
Collins, a hostile ideological attack on black women 
permeated our societal structure so much that the many 
forms of hegemony prevalent in American society were seen 
as natural and used as a means to justify the oppression 
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that black women have been subjected to since slavery. In 
studying female slaves in America as portrayed in the 
literature for middle-grade learners, it was important to 
have a fundamental understanding of the historical 
representations of black women.  
Collins (2000) was adamant that prevailing images such 
as mammies and Jezebels formed the basis for black women’s 
subjugation (p. 5). Stereotypes such as mammy, Jezebel, 
welfare mother, prostitute, etc., were fundamental to the 
overall oppression and suppression of black women 
intellectuals while protecting the status quo of the white 
male (p. 73). An example of a familiar mammy image is the 
iconic Aunt Jemima® image of the famous Quaker Oats pancake 
syrup (Collins, 2000; McElya, 2007). Although Nancy Green, 
the human being behind the Aunt Jemima face and figure, 
died in 1923, her product name still lives on the outside 
of a popular pancake mix and syrup brand (Hillibish, 2009 
Sep 22, para. 1). The overall image of Aunt Jemima was 
updated in 1989, one hundred years after the company’s 
founding, from an obese, house slave with ear-to-ear grin 
dressed in smock apron and bandana to the image of an 
African American woman with styled hair, pearl earrings, 
and white lace neckline (Aunt Jemima website, 2011), but 
the smiling face of “Aunt Jemima” is virtually unchanged.   
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McElya (2007) recounted the variations of the mammy 
image that have been burned into society’s historical 
memory of a happy, loyal slave woman and “loving dependent” 
who was at the ready to serve her master well. McElya 
reasoned that the myth of the faithful slave continued to 
be perpetuated because of white America’s longing for 
blacks to relinquish their anger over the past (p. 3). More 
poignant was her discussion of how the mammy image is the 
antithesis of actual enslaved women of the antebellum 
period, and she defined the mammy figure as a creation of 
fiction by proslavery white southerners to perpetuate the 
idea that patriarchal benevolence existed and was 
appreciated by slaves (p. 4). According to McElya, it is 
important to note that even though the Aunt Jemima image 
was created in 1889, the seeds of its creation stemmed back 
to at least the 1830s; and, this romanticized version of 
slavery has continued long past emancipation. As part of 
the South’s interpretation of history, this prevalent 
narrative of African American women as willing servants – 
even to the point of erecting mammy monuments – was created 
as a way for white southerners to reconcile the 
relationship between white men and black women that stemmed 
from slavery (McElya, 2007; Wallace-Sanders, 2008).  
  101	  
In addition to the mammy image, black women have been 
stereotyped by the Sapphire trope. The Sapphire character 
debuted on The Amos ‘n Andy Show, a show created in the 
minstrel tradition as a long-running radio program in the 
1930s but by 1951 was a popular television show (Christian, 
1997, p. 15). Sapphire was the loud, nosy, nagging wife of 
Kingfish Stevens (Amos ‘n Andy, n.d., “History”). Many 
television shows since Amos ‘n Andy have cast black female 
characters in similar roles, such as Esther on Sanford and 
Son and Pam on Martin (Harris-Perry, 2011, Chapter 2, Angry 
Black Women section, para. 4, Loc. 1282, Kindle Paperwhite 
version). The Sapphire stereotype characterized black women 
as sassy, loud, angry, argumentative, demanding and bossy, 
or a “bitch” (Chapter 1, para. 12, Loc. 539, Kindle 
Paperwhite version; Chapter 2, Angry Black Women section, 
Loc. 1258, Kindle Paperwhite version). Linked to the 
Sapphire image is that of the strong black woman who can 
overcome obstacles and challenges on her own. All of these 
stereotypes come with emotional and political consequences 
(Chapter 5, The Political Consequences of Self-Reliance 
section, para. 18, Loc. 3010, Kindle Paperwhite version). 
For instance, Harris-Perry connected the Sapphire trope to 
continued issues for black women. She touted that when 
working black women, particularly professional black women, 
  102	  
are labeled as Sapphires and matriarchs, they have been 
accused of emasculating their men and being “insufficiently 
feminine” (Chapter 7, Sapphire and Michelle’s Marriage 
section, para. 7, Loc. 4006, Kindle Paperwhite version).  
On the flip side of being considered “insufficiently 
feminine,” the Jezebel trope casts black women as 
promiscuous, morally loose, whores, prostitutes, sexually 
depraved, freaks, and “hot mamas” or “hoochies” (Collins, 
2000, p. 81). Collins expressed that the Jezebel trope 
began during slavery as a means to justify the widespread 
sexual abuse black women experienced at the hands of white 
men; thus, rooting this image in the economic exploitation 
of slavery (p. 82). Collins identified the common thread 
that linked all of the stereotypes – mammy (asexual and 
unattractive), Sapphire (emasculating), Jezebel (sexually 
insatiable and hedonistic), and welfare mother (having more 
children than she can care for) – black women’s sexuality 
(p. 84). Embedded in each trope is what Collins considered 
“White male elite interests in defining Black women’s 
sexuality and fertility” (p. 84). Harris-Perry (2011) 
maintained that the myths behind these common tropes could 
be used to enact policy that punished black women, such as 
limiting today’s welfare dependent mothers (Chapter 2, The 
Myth of Promiscuity section, para. 24, Loc. 1007, Kindle 
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Paperwhite version) or coercing more stringent birth 
control measures for black urban girls than their white, 
middle-class counterparts (Collins, 2000, p. 85). 
Harris-Perry (2011) compared the bombardment of race 
and gender stereotypes that black women face to “standing 
in a crooked room, and they have to figure out which way is 
up” (Chapter 1, para. 3, Loc. 468, Kindle Paperwhite 
version). Collins (2000) discussed the ways schools, the 
media, and governmental agencies reproduce controlling 
images of black women (p. 84). The impact that longstanding 
tropes have had on the cultural capital of our country is 
far-reaching. Critical race theory and critical black 
feminist theory are avenues in which to challenge prevalent 
misrepresentations and minimize their impact on African 
American women.  
Have these representations of black women infiltrated 
children’s literature? Hager (2003) wrote about her 
interest in discussing how schools are a direct influence 
in controlling cultural capital with more focus on how the 
canon is formed as opposed to literature of which the canon 
is formed (p. 109). One way that Hager alluded to the way 
schools do this is in valorizing the canon or perpetuating 
a “concerted program of standardization” that spans a 
lengthy time period, 100 years in some cases, and suggests 
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a shared culture and system of belief (p. 111). Hager 
admitted that childhood reading can be thought of as a type 
of schooling or “standardized education,” in which 
children's literature forms our early ideas about the world 
and aids in the transmission of values and standards and 
helps propel a continued formation of a canon (i.e. 
literature that becomes part of recommended reading lists).   
As I experienced in the early years of my teaching 
career, recommended children’s book titles were provided 
from reading lists such as the Newbery and Caldecott award 
winners. Many of these titles were excellent books for 
children. However, as the Cooperative Children’s Book 
Center (CCBC, 2013) data reflect, African American authors 
are only writing between 2-3% of the books published 
annually; and, the CCBC acknowledged those data did not 
account for the fact that many individual authors and 
illustrators wrote or illustrated more than one book. It is 
clear that the honored book lists ubiquitously used in 
schools are missing many narratives by and about people of 
color. A prime example of this is the Teachers First (1998-
2013a) website, which offered a featured curriculum 
connection on the Civil War and Slavery. They provided a 
list of recommended books about slavery and the Civil War, 
but only three of the fifty-four books on their list were 
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written by African America authors (section “Civil War and 
Slavery,” para. 1). All three of the selections by African 
American authors were picture books: Aunt Harriet’s 
Underground Railroad in the Sky by Faith Ringgold; Almost 
to Freedom by Vaunda Micheaux Nelson; and, Big Jabe by 
Jerdine Nolen. Not a single title analyzed in this study 
was included on their list. 
Willis, Montavon, Hall, Hunter, Burke, & Herrera 
(2008) discussed the necessity to infuse narratives written 
from a critical race perspective as a way to imbue empathy 
and understanding from the point of view of the oppressed 
so that they are not looked upon as the ‘other’ (p.110-
112). Moreover, Sutherland’s study confirmed the idea that 
culturally authentic literature is a necessary component of 
identity formation in students, and critical race theory 
allows for counter narratives to have a place in the 
curriculum (as cited in Willis, et al., 2008, p. 91). Aside 
from the fact that multicultural literature is essential 
for students of color, it is also beneficial for white 
students to learn about more than Eurocentric perspectives 
of history (Knight, 2005, p. 2). 
Summary 
A commitment to social justice that includes the 
eradication of racism, sexism and poverty in addition to 
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empowering traditionally oppressed groups and challenging 
dominant ideology is a crucial part of critical race 
methodology (Solorzano & Yosso, 2009). For content related 
to black women, interrogating children’s literature on the 
basis of race alone is not enough. The added critique based 
on narratives that relate black female experiences are 
important for articulating the challenges, journeys, and 
voices that are often ignored or minimized (Taxel, 1982). 
For these reasons, a combination of critical race theory 
and critical black feminist theory was the best approach 
for this study. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODS 
 The idea that in the year 2013 there were continued 
issues of diverse perspectives within the book publishing 
world of children’s literature is disappointing. The 
historical representations and portrayals of people of 
color in literature for children have far-reaching impact, 
and this problem deserves ongoing discussion and critique. 
I have provided a glimpse into the problem and purpose for 
conducting this study and a rationale for analyzing the 
literature via the intersection of race and gender 
portrayals within specific historical fiction by African 
American children’s authors. This chapter outlines the 
method of analysis used for the study, which consisted of a 
combination of interpretive research, textual analysis, and 
black feminist literary criticism.  
Methodological Approach  
Interpretive research. Yanow and Schwartz-Shea (2006) 
wrote the book, Interpretation and Methods: Empirical 
Research Methods and the Interpretive Turn, to distinguish 
interpretive research methods from other non-quantitative 
methods (“Introduction,” p. xv). According to Yanow and 
Schwartz-Shea interpretive researchers do not make a formal 
division between “quants” and “quals” or assume the 
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superiority of quantitative research; instead, they 
encourage an interpretive use of quantitative data and 
suggest a variety of analytic methods, such as textual 
analyses (of all sorts), feminist analysis, and narrative 
analysis (p. xix-xx). While Yanow and Schwartz-Shea 
admitted that all research involves interpretation, they 
differentiated interpretive research from qualitative 
research as intertwining the generation and analysis of 
data (p. 21).  
There are researchers who consider interpretive work 
to be qualitative (Denzin & Lincoln, 2006; Janesick, 2006; 
Merriem, 2002); and, despite the fact that there is overlap 
in qualitative and interpretive research designs, the focus 
of interpretive research is on meaning-making (Yanow & 
Schwartz-Shea, 2006). With interpretive research, the 
researcher seeks to allow concepts to emerge from 
encounters with the data (The University of Utah, 2009, 
“What is interpretive research?” para. 1). Interpretive 
methods of research and analysis in educational settings 
can be used to create narrative, to make meaning, or to 
make cultural and policy critiques (University of Illinois 
– Urbana-Champaign, Student Academic Affairs Office, 2012, 
Interpretive Research Specialization, section “Focus and 
Purpose,” para. 1). 
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This study sought to make meaning from the constructed 
narratives of eleven African American authors of children’s 
books. My role as researcher intertwined with the research 
world this study encompassed as data was co-generated based 
on my interaction with the texts I sought to interpret and 
the goal of making my interpretations understandable to 
others (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012, p. 4 & 79). Thus, this 
study utilized the interpretive method to respond to two 
main research questions:  
1. What female slave perspectives and experiences are 
depicted in historical fiction for middle-level 
children about slavery by African American authors?  
2. What are the similarities and differences in 
depictions of slavery and portrayals of the 
complexities of female slave experiences between 
African American female authors and African American 
male authors of historical fiction for middle-grade 
children? Are these depictions literary, ideological, 
personal, and/or a combination of factors? 
To interpret the data from the texts written by African 
American authors about chattel slavery in the U.S. required 
textual analysis. 
Textual Analysis. According to McKee (2003), textual 
analysis is a data gathering process in which the 
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researcher analyzes text and makes an educated guess at 
some of the likely interpretations that might emerge from 
that text. McKee posited that we interpret texts to try to 
make sense of the world around us. Because there are 
differences in the ways in which people “see” or interpret 
things, the use of critical race theory and critical black 
feminist theory are important lenses from which 
interpretation and text analysis for this study was 
undertaken.  
Analyzing texts requires the researcher to tell what 
he or she is analyzing for [sic] (McKee, 2003, p. 73). In 
this study, I analyzed historical texts for portrayals of 
slavery and the unique experiences of female slaves. More 
specifically, I analyzed for possible similarities and 
differences in the ways African American female authors 
presented these portrayals in comparison to their African 
American male counterparts.  
McKee (2003) cautioned that in the interpretive 
process, textual analysis is primarily concerned with 
sense-making more generally “so there is no need to study 
every element of a text” (p. 75). Rather, McKee explained 
that the researcher needs to “pick out the bits of text” 
necessary and relevant to answer the questions one is 
studying (p. 75). McKee stated: 
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You could waste thousands of words analysing 
every element of every text you study – every 
piece of dialogue, every hairstyle, bit of make-
up, clothing, movement, tone of voice, lighting, 
colour choice, shot, piece of editing, and so on 
– but most of the information that you generate 
would be completely useless. All texts have 
elements that are more important than others; and 
not all of the elements you analyse might bear 
any relation to the questions that you are trying 
to answer (p. 75). 
 
This study analyzed historical fiction for middle-grade 
readers about chattel slavery in America written by black 
authors using the following elements: 
 Time period and geographic location 
 Age and ethnic identity of the protagonist 
 Language 




 Typical day/Type of work 
 Sexual experiences 
 General treatment  
 Resistance 
 
Certain elements were more prevalent in some texts than in 
others. The parameters of these elements will be discussed 
in more depth in a subsequent section of this chapter. The 
approach in which these elements were analyzed and 
interpreted in the selected texts for this study was via 
black feminist literary criticism. 
Black feminist literary criticism. Feminist criticism 
was at its zenith in the 1970s, and the publication of 
Sexual Politics (Millett, 1969) 
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the women’s movement at that stage (Leitch, 2010, Chapter 
11, Feminist Criticism and the Women’s Movement section, 
para. 1, Loc. 6754, Kindle Paperwhite version). Others 
followed in developing feminist criticism such as Judith 
Fetterley, Sandra Gilbert, and Elaine Showalter; and, their 
works generally sought to uncover patriarchal prejudices, 
promote the recognition and revaluation of literature by 
women, and examine the cultural contexts of literature and 
criticism (Leitch). 
Though several black feminist writers have critiqued 
her work, Friedan’s 1963 writing entitled The Feminine 
Mystique had been heralded as a criticism of the happy 
housewife image prevalent in the 1940s and 1950s (Friedan, 
2007, p. 269-282). Since the 1970s, feminist literary 
criticism has been part of the broader women’s movement 
(Leitch, 2010, Chapter 11, Feminist Criticism and the 
Women’s Movement section, para. 7, Loc. 6807, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). Leitch (2010) discussed the various 
types of feminist categories, such as sociofeminists, that 
he defined as feminists whose main concerns were the roles 
women were assigned in our society and how they were 
represented in literary texts. He defined black feminists 
as those: 
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“…who feel themselves to be doubly if not triply 
oppressed: as blacks in a white supremacist 
society, as women in a patriarchy, and as workers 
under capitalism. … [They indict] recent feminism 
for concentrating almost exclusively on the 
problems of middle-class white women in 
technologically advanced societies.” (Chapter 11, 
Feminist Criticism and the Women’s Movement 
section, para. 8, Loc. 6823, Kindle Paperwhite 
version) 
 
Ann Ducille (2006) highlighted the “troubled relationship” 
black feminist literary studies have had with the elitism 
and exclusion by the feminist movement in the United States 
(p. 29). Though white women in the nineteenth century did 
not have full rights and privileges, their fight for rights 
against male domination was different than the fight black 
women waged (p. 30). For example, whereas married white 
women wanted to be able to own property, black women 
(slaves) wanted to be able to marry legally (p. 30). Black 
feminist literary studies were engendered out of a history 
in which the term “woman” was relegated to white, middle 
and upper class women living in the eastern part of the 
U.S. (p. 29) and in response to a history that expected 
women of color to split the suffering related to their 
racial and gender identities (p. 35).  
Black women voiced protests to this double standard in 
forums and in literary writings (p. 32), such as Harriet 
Wilson’s Our Nig (1859) and Harriet Jacob’s Incidents in 
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the Life of a Slave Girl (1861). Both books provided 
examples of the historical differential made between white 
women being put on a pedestal while black women were 
victimized (Ducille, 2006, p. 33).  
Our Nig (Wilson, 1859) is about Frado, a freeborn 
mulatta [sic] and daughter of an impoverished white woman 
named Mag who was thought to have fallen from grace because 
she married an African named Jim. The story implied that 
Mag married Jim because she was destitute. Here is the way 
their union was portrayed in the narration: 
He [Jim] prevailed; they married. You can 
philosophize, gentle reader, upon the impropriety 
of such unions, and preach dozens of sermons on 
the evils of amalgamation. Want is a more 
powerful philosopher and preacher. Poor Mag. She 
has sundered another bond which held her to her 
fellows. She has descended another step down the 
ladder of infamy (Wilson, 1859, p. 4, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). 
 
Jim, proud of his treasure, - a white wife, - 
tried hard to fulfill his promises; and furnished 
her with a more comfortable dwelling, diet, and 
apparel (p. 5, Kindle Paperwhite version).   
 
Their union produced two children, but after Jim died, 
Mag returned to an even more desperate situation. “Expelled 
from companionship with white people; this last step – her 
union with a black – was the climax of repulsion” (p. 5, 
Kindle Paperwhite version). With two additional mouths to 
feed, and no husband, Mag decided she had to give the 
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children away. Mag asked, “Who’ll take the black devils?” 
(p. 5, Kindle Paperwhite version). The woman ended up 
leaving her daughter, Frado, with a white family, the 
Belmonts. The wife of Mr. Belmont abused Frado every chance 
she got until one day Frado stood up for herself. This 
story illustrated the point Ann Ducille (2006) made about 
the differential in which Mag, a white women, was on a 
pedestal regardless of her socio-economic status. She 
“ruined” herself taking up with black people. As a result, 
Mag’s daughter Frado, considered black by society, was 
relegated to victimization at the hands of whites, in this 
case Mrs. Belmont. 
In Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861), 
Jacob’s provided an example of this differential tied to 
religion: “If a pastor has offspring by a woman not his 
wife, the church dismiss him, if she is a white woman; but 
if she is colored, it does not hinder his continuing to be 
their good shepherd” (Jacobs, 1861, p. 68, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). This example also demonstrates the 
gender differential Mag experienced in Our Nig when she is 
ostracized for cohorting with a black man; but the white 
preacher in Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl is 
excused for sexual improprieties with black women.  
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Leitch (2010) discussed that the mid-1970s was a time 
in which feminist critics shifted the focus from exposing 
writings by men as sexist or as prone to stereotypes, 
distortions, and omissions to a focus on literature written 
by women as an effort to redirect the canon of significant 
writers to include women (Chapter 11, The Focus on Women’s 
Literature section, para. 3, Loc. 6840, Kindle Paperwhite 
version). Black feminist literary criticism, particularly 
of the post-Civil Rights Era of the 1970s and 1980s, 
burgeoned groundbreaking feminist writers such as Barbara 
Christian, Gloria T. Hull, bell hooks, Audre Lorde, Barbara 
Smith, and Alice Walker; and, it exposed and critiqued the 
“pernicious distortions and omissions regarding black women 
and gynocritical inquiry into black women’s aesthetics and 
literary traditions” (Leitch, 2010, Chapter 12, Black 
Feminist Criticism section, para. 4, Loc. 7708, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). Simultaneously, literary writings by 
black women such as Nikki Giovanni, Toni Morrison, and 
Ntozake Shange flourished.  
Ducille (2006) pointed out that women’s studies and 
African American studies programs are still problematic in 
that “women’s studies majors still complain that the 
literature and history of black women and women of color 
are ancillary rather than central to the field’s core 
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curriculum” (p. 42). Similarly, African American studies 
remain largely divided over gender, though less so than in 
the 1980s (p. 42). Barbara Christian suggested that black 
feminist criticism should “read against the dominant 
heterosexist grain” (as quoted in Ducille, 2006, p. 43), 
and Deborah McDowell entreated her cohorts to rigorous and 
precise textual analysis (Leitch, 2010, Chapter 12, Black 
Feminist Criticism section, para. 8, Loc. 7769, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). Barbara Christian is one of those 
writers who responded to the challenge by writing a 
detailed study of landmark texts in which she “offered 
extended close readings of major novels, attending to the 
development of themes, characters, and structures in 
individual works” (Leitch).  
Burbules (2002) reminded readers that the 
“responsibility as an interpreter is to justify my claims 
about what the story means by reference to textual elements 
that can be seen by others…” Thus, the review of children’s 
literature selected for this study contains several 
excerpts from the selected texts. In essence, this study is 
a type of “…feminist interrogation of tradition and 
literary canons” (Rooney, 2006, p. 8). Varma (2006) stated, 
“The task of feminist critical race studies is precisely to 
help us read the weave of race and gender in society, and 
  118	  
to offer tools for dismantling embedded structures of 
domination and oppression” (p. 233). This study examined 
select children’s literature for evidence of patriarchal 
structures in portrayals of female slaves in historical 
fiction for middle grade children. It offered a critical 
and close reading of historical fiction for children about 
chattel slavery in the United States to ferret out 
portrayals of slavery and female slave experiences in works 
by African American female authors compared to portrayals 
in works by African American male authors. The following 
section outlines the design for this study.  
Research Design 
Conceptual Design of Research. As an interpretive 
study, textual analysis and literary criticism was 
utilized, particularly black feminist literary criticism 
informed by literary theory of interpretation (Culler, 
1997, 2011, p. 64-65). There were four main phases in the 
study: (a) selection of the sample of literature, (b) 
development of coding protocols, (c) reading and analysis 
of selected works, and (d) establishment of trustworthiness 
through close reading, rigor, and inter-rater reliability.  
Phase I: Text Sample Selection. Because the research 
questions specify historical fiction for middle-grade 
children, the first phase of the study was to identify 
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appropriate literature. Through the assistance of Dr. 
Violet J. Harris, professor of Curriculum and Instruction 
at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, and 
Katie Gross, the head librarian in the children’s 
department at the Decatur Public Library, I initially 
obtained historical literature about slavery in the United 
States for middle-level readers by African American 
authors. I also used the online Database of Award Winning 
Children’s Literature (DAWCL, 1997-2013). This search tool 
allowed me to place parameters on search results; 
therefore, I was able to select the genre, setting, age 
range of the reader, the historical period, the gender of 
protagonist, the publication year, and keywords. These 
resources gleaned the following preliminary list of 25 
titles (see Table 6).   
The Lexile® Framework for Reading measures text 
difficulty and uses a test to measure reading ability in 
children. Students are matched with the appropriate range 
of Lexile® leveled books based on the Lexile® measure they 
achieve as indicated on the Lexile® scale (MetaMetrics, 
2013). The Lexile® typical reader measures per grade level 
are indicated in Table 7. Reading level was determined by a 
readability scale that levels books based on 
characteristics of text complexity, which includes word 
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frequency and sentence length for Lexile®; it does not 
consider content or quality of the books (MetaMetrics, 
2013, “What does the Lexile® measure mean?” page 2, para. 
2). This may account for the reason that a book like Copper 
Sun (Draper, 2006), a young adult novel with over 300 pages 
and mature content, has a lower Lexile® than Christmas in 
the Big House, Christmas in the Quarters (McKissack, 1994), 
an 64-page extended informational picture book. 
Additionally, grade level equivalencies and interest levels 
for the books were obtained from Scholastic Book Wizard 
(Scholastic.com, 2013). The Lexile® is a developmental 
scale of reading ability, whereas grade equivalent is a 
“student’s ability level in comparison to students who were 
in the specific test’s norming group” (MetaMetrics, 2013, 
section “Lexile® Measures and Grade Levels,” para. 3). The 
idea is that the higher the Lexile® number, the higher the 
level of reading ability. However, MetaMetrics (2013) is 
careful to remind its audience that Lexile® measures have 
no direct correspondence to specific grade levels and that 
a range of reading material may be appropriate for a range 
of readers (section “Lexile-to-Grade Correspondence,” para. 
1). The use of these measures was one way to determine if 
the books in the study were appropriate for middle-level 
learners, ages 10-15. 
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The initial list of books contained four African 
American male authors whose work consisted of six titles 
total; three of the six titles were written by one male 
author: Julius Lester (see Table 8). Two of Lester’s three 
contributions to this list were short story compilations. 
Of the six books by African American male authors, one was 
published in the 1970s, one was published in the 1980s, one 
was published in the 1990s, and the other three were 
published between 2005 and 2010.  
There was one title on the initial list of identified 
books written by both an African American female and 
African American male husband-wife writing team: Christmas 
in the Big House, Christmas in the Quarters (McKissack & 
McKissack, 1994). However, this title did not meet the 
finalizing criteria for analysis in this study. 
Finally, there were seven African American female 
authors whose work consisted of fifteen titles (See Table 
9). Within this group of writers whose work spans from 
1983-2011, the titles chosen for this study included a 6-
book series: the Addy® Collection by Connie Porter; a 
trilogy, the Obi and Easter Trilogy by Joyce Hansen; two 
books from the Dear America™ series: one authored by Joyce 
Hansen and the other by Patricia McKissack; and, one 
picture book by Jacqueline Woodson. The remaining three 
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books by female authors were stand-alone novels written by 
Sharon Draper, Jerdine Nolen, and Andrea Pinkney.  
Text criteria. Titles were deemed appropriate for the 
study if they generally met five criteria:  
 The genre of the book was historical fiction in which 
the historical setting and content of the book largely 
focused on the enslavement of Africans and blacks in 
the United States. 
 The protagonist or other major character in the story 
was identified as a black female, whether a slave or 
an ex-slave (For this study, a major character is 
defined as one whose role could provide some narrative 
and insight about slave experiences, relationships, 
etc.) 
 The reading level and/or interest level of the book 
was appropriate for middle-grade learners, or children 
between the ages of 10-15 as determined by content, 
Lexile® level, and/or other readability measure or 
indicator. 
 The author of the book was an African American 
recognized for his or her contribution to the field of 
children’s literature, and the titles used in this 
study were representative of high quality literature 
as demonstrated by solid reviews and/or book awards.  
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 The book was published 1968 or later. 
From this initial list of titles, there was one exception 
allowed to these criteria, and a few titles were removed 
from analysis because they were deemed criteria mismatches 
upon closer inspection.  
 Exceptions and eliminations. The one exception to the 
criteria for text selection was Show Way by Jacqueline 
Woodson (2005). Show Way (2005) is a picture book, but it 
won a 2006 Newbery Honor Award, an award given to one of 
the most distinguished American children’s books published 
in a previous year (American Library Association, 1996-
2013c, “How the Newbery Medal Came to Be,” para. 1). Show 
Way was also a 2006 ALA Notable Children’s Book for the 
Middle Grade Readers Category and a 2005 Booklist Editors’ 
Choice Books for Youth in the Middle Grade Readers 
Category.  
This picture book was based in part on Woodson’s 
family history, and she wrote it as a way to preserve that 
family history for her daughter (Jacqueline Woodson, 2002-
2013, “Show Way – Why I Wrote It”). Because it is not 
completely based on Woodson’s family, it is categorized as 
fictionalized historical literature (Novelist). 
Additionally, this book was included because it follows 
seven generations of females from slavery to present day 
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Brooklyn: to Woodson and her daughter. Also, even though 
this title is a picture book, the Lexile® is a high enough 
range for middle-level readers.  
 Five titles were eliminated from the initial list of 
potential books for this study: 47 (Mosley, 2005), 
Christmas in the Big House, Christmas in the Quarters 
(McKissack, 1994), The Land (Taylor, 2001), Time Pieces 
(Hamilton, 2002), and The Magical Adventures of Pretty 
Pearl (Hamilton, 1983). 
The elimination of 47 (Mosley, 2005) meant the 
elimination of one of the African American male authors 
from the list, further reducing an already small number of 
male authors whose work generally met the criteria for 
examination in this study. 47 (Mosley, 2005) was Mosley’s 
first young adult novel, as he is traditionally known an 
adult mystery writer most recognized for his Easy Rawlings 
series and as an author of over 40 books for adult 
audiences (Walter Mosley, 2009). Mosley wanted to write 
about slavery because he said that too many people were 
still afraid to talk about it. Consequently, he stated that 
he would love to do a series of fifteen or twenty books 
about the character, 47, in which he addressed different 
moments in black history (Bates, 2005 June 8, audio 
interview). 
  125	  
The main character of Mosley’s young adult novel was 
named 47 because he wasn’t considered a person or human 
being; he was just another number. Tall John, visiting 
Earth from another galaxy, was the other male protagonist 
of the story based on the character High John the 
Conqueror, a mythological character in black folklore who 
works to free slaves and confound the master (Bates, 2005 
June 8, audio interview with Mosley). Tall John has the 
task of teaching 47 how to be free by first loving himself 
and understanding his own experience, then by loving fellow 
enslaved blacks. A key passage revealed the depth of 47’s 
self-loathing that leaked into hatred of others who were 
like him. Tall John had to work through the psychological 
debris to teach 47 how to first love himself. The following 
passage is an example of the mindset that 47 initially 
embodied: 
To tell you what Eighty-four looked like poses a 
peculiar problem for me. This is because I 
remember her in two very different ways. The 
first was the way I saw Eighty-four as a scared 
slave boy looking upon a big, angry, black girl. 
She never smiled or uttered a kind word. She 
never once asked how I felt or if I needed help. 
She was, as I said, like I am black – very dark.  
And back then, in the days of Negro degradation, 
white people either laughed at our color, or 
worse, felt sorry for us because of our obvious 
ugliness and inferiority. In my childhood being 
black meant poverty, slavery, and all things bad. 
I was, before Tall John came, ashamed of my color 
and of everyone who looked like me. And so when I 
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first looked upon Eighty-four I was afraid and 
disgusted (Mosley, 2005, p. 30).  
 
Tall John taught love of self and love of other slaves, in 
part, by the language he chose to espouse, such as “Neither 
nigger nor master be” (p. 66), and as he told 47, “But when 
you say master [sic] and when you say nigger [sic] you are 
making yourself his dog and his slave” (p. 56). Mosley uses 
the Tall John character to directly interrogate the use of 
the word “nigger” and challenges the reader to link its use 
with continued psychological subjugation. 
The year was 1832 on the Corinthian cotton plantation 
in Georgia. Master Tobias and his overseer, Mr. Stewart, 
ruled the slaves with cruelty and brutality. The 
protagonist, named 47, was a boy about fourteen years old 
whose life changed when he met Tall John, a mystical figure 
in the form of a runaway slave, who taught him about 
freedom – mental, psychological, and physical freedom. Tall 
John was based on the character High John or High John the 
Conqueror, a trickster and hero of blacks within black 
folklore during slavery (Sanfield, 1989). The magical 
realism of the story is exemplified in the following 
passage that occurred after a gravely injured 47, Tall 
John, and a few other slaves have run away from the 
plantation: 
  127	  
“I am going to perform a ritual that my people 
have been doing since before any man walked the 
earth,” he [Tall John] said. “I am going to put 
my cha [sic] into yours. You will still be you 
but you will begin to know everything I know and 
everything my people have known. You will have 
power that no human being has ever dreamed of. 
And with that knowledge and that power you will 
save the world” (Mosley, 2005, p. 169). 
  
 John brought his hands behind his neck and 
grabbed hold of the light [of morning]. He lifted 
it up above his head. It looked something like 
one of the Calash though not hard and angry but 
gentle. The appendages wrapped themselves around 
John’s fingers in a friendly caress. Then my 
friend placed the living light upon my chest. The 
insubstantial tentacles released him and wrapped 
themselves around my body and my head. I felt a 
sense of joy so intensely that I couldn’t remain 
still (Mosley, 2005, p. 170). 
 
This scene described a type of outer body experience in 
which it seemed Tall John gave part of his soul so that 47 
could be renewed in freedom. I interpreted this scene to be 
a metaphysical sacrifice necessary for 47 to come into all 
knowledge and perfect physical form and in which he would 
be free to help others gain freedom as well. Much of the 
book was reminiscent of a good mix of tall tale, historical 
fiction, magical realism, and science fiction (e.g. the 
supernatural, magical powers, different time dimensions, 
shape shifting, and multi-colored miniature people on 
another planet or alternative universe). Also, the two main 
protagonists in the story were males. Because the book did 
not meet the criteria of containing a lead female character 
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and it is considered a hybrid genre, it was eliminated from 
this study. 
 Another title disqualified from use in the study was 
Christmas in the Big House, Christmas in the Quarters  
(McKissack & McKissack, 1994), a 68-page nonfiction 
informational book that provided an in-depth look at 
Christmastime on a Virginia plantation. The book was about 
the preparation and celebration of Christmas on a Virginia 
plantation during the Christmas season of 1859, two years 
before the Civil War began, and included information about 
Christmas holiday traditions through New Year’s Day as 
slaves may have experienced it.  
The book is broken down into sections based on a time 
frame for the Christmas holiday season. For instance, there 
is a section, or chapter, titled “Deck the Halls” that 
described what typically happened on a southern plantation 
two weeks before Christmas. One of the important aspects of 
this book was the evidence of extensive research that the 
McKissacks based this book upon. The bibliography in the 
back of the book incorporated research on slavery from 
historians such as Lerone Bennett, John W. Blassingame, 
Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, Eugene Genovese, and Edmund Morgan 
(p. 67-68). This book won the 1995 Coretta Scott King 
Author Award and was the one book initially identified that 
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was authored by both an African American male and an 
African American female (husband and wife team); but, 
because the book is categorized as nonfiction by NoveList 
and the Database of Award Winning Children’s Literature 
(DAWCL) databases, it was eliminated from this study.  
The Land (Taylor, 2001) by Mildred D. Taylor is the 
prequel to the Logan Family saga, a series that chronicles 
the challenges and triumphs of the author’s family in 
fictionalized narratives. This book earned Taylor much 
recognition including a 2002 Coretta Scott King Author 
Award, the 2002 Scott O’Dell Historical Fiction Award, 
selection as one of the YALSA Best Books for Young Adults 
in 2002, and an ALA Notable Children’s Book for 2002.  
The Land (Taylor, 2001) was ultimately eliminated from 
the final analysis and comparison of this study because it 
did not meet two of the five criteria. First, the 
protagonist was not female. Paul-Edward was the male 
protagonist of the story. While Cassie, Paul-Edward’s 
sister, was mentioned periodically, she was not a major 
character and did not play a substantial role in moving the 
story forward. The book was initially set in Georgia but 
eventually shifted to Mississippi; and, it mainly centered 
on the friendship and hardships of Paul-Edward and his best 
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friend, Mitchell, as the two of them set out to make a life 
for themselves.  
Secondly, The Land (Taylor, 2001) does not take place 
during slavery or deal with slavery directly. Rather, it 
took place outside the 1859-1865 time frame of the other 
stories analyzed in this study. Instead, Taylor’s prequel 
began in the early 1870s during the immediate aftermath of 
the Civil War and culminated in 1887; thus, no part of the 
plot is set during slavery. During the time period in which 
The Land (Taylor, 2001) took place, the 14th and 15th 
Amendments had been passed in 1868 and 1870, respectively, 
giving blacks citizenship and black men the right to vote 
(Library of Congress, 2012a August 24; Library of Congress, 
2012b August 24). The Freedmen’s Bureau had been 
established to aid the transition from slavery to freedom 
by helping newly freed blacks with tasks such as obtaining 
legal marriages, beginning formal education, and acquiring 
property through land grants made possible through the 
Homestead Act of 1862 (Bennett, 1982, p. 218-219). 
Similarly, the Reconstruction Era, from about 1865-1877, 
was a brief time period in which newly freed blacks 
experienced access to rights such as participation in 
government (Foner, 2010, Chapter 8, II section, Loc. 5803, 
Kindle Paperwhite version) These freedoms were short-lived 
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because many whites were disgruntled by the devastation of 
the war and were determined to reverse the gains made by 
blacks and restore white supremacy (Franklin & Moss, 1988, 
p. 227-231). This phenomenon during the time period of 
roughly 1877-1920 is generally referred to as the Nadir of 
black history (Gilmore, 2010; Logan, 1965). The Land 
(Taylor, 2001) followed the two black male protagonists 
from childhood to adulthood and their fight for justice 
during this time period, including the desired acquisition 
of land.  
The Land (2001) fully addressed issues of ethnic 
identity for which unions between slaves and slaveholders 
resulted. Paul-Edward and his sister, Cassie were children 
of a slave woman of African-Indian heritage and the white 
plantation owner, Edward Logan (Taylor, 2001, p. 10, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). Thus, Paul-Edward and Cassie are of 
mixed ethnic heritage, which was a critical aspect of the 
story because Paul-Edward would be considered black by law 
but could pass for white in situations in which no one knew 
who his parents were.  
Edward Logan acknowledged Paul-Edward and Cassie as 
his children and required his white children to claim them 
as siblings. The children played together freely, and 
Edward Logan taught Paul-Edward and Cassie how to read. 
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Paul-Edward lived with his white father on the same 
plantation he had been born a slave until he was old enough 
to strike out on his own. 
Edward Logan was a prosperous landowner who had owned 
a lot of slaves. Paul-Edward’s mother was one of those 
slaves. Paul-Edward explained his parents’ union:  
My mama was called by the name of Deborah, and 
she was equally of the African people and of the 
native people, the Indians, whom we called the 
Nation. She was a beautiful woman. My daddy took 
a liking to her soon after she came into her 
womanhood, and he took her for his colored woman, 
and that’s how my older sister Cassie and I came 
to be (Taylor, 2001, p. 11, Kindle Paperwhite 
version). 
 
Cassie and Paul-Edward were born slaves, but were often 
mistaken for being white. Their father allowed them many 
privileges that white children had but were denied other 
blacks. For instance, Paul-Edward ate with his white 
family, was clothed in the same way as his white siblings, 
and was educated by his father.  
Edward Logan also traveled with his sons, including 
Paul-Edward. However, there were also differences because 
of the era they lived in. As Paul-Edward got older, he 
began to notice that he and Cassie were not always included 
in their daddy’s life. For instance, if white folks visited 
or stayed for dinner, then Cassie and Paul-Edward were not 
able to sit at the table as they could when others were not 
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around (p. 48). One scene that punctuated the way in which 
Paul-Edward’s ethnic identify affected him was when he and 
his same-aged brother, Robert, got into a spat about their 
horse Appaloosa in front of three other white boys: 
Christian, Percy, and Jack. The white boys rebuked Robert 
for not handling “this smart-talking white nigger” and said 
that if he did not do something about Paul-Edward, they 
would (p. 78). As a result, Robert and Paul-Edward ended up 
in a fight, and the white boys jumped on Paul-Edward for 
hitting a white boy – even though the two were brothers. 
What occurred next, demonstrated unequivocally that Paul-
Edward’s ethnic identity was about to teach him a lesson he 
would not soon forget:  
By the time I led Appaloosa back to the stables, 
the sun was setting in a gray winter’s sky. I 
returned carrying the saddle, with Appoloosa 
trailing me. My daddy was standing in front of 
the barn. Mr. Waverly was there too, along with 
Christian, Percy, and Jack. Robert stood with 
them. Inside the barn Mitchell and his daddy were 
tending to the horses. As I neared, I saw that my 
daddy was tightly holding a strap doubled up in 
his hand. His knuckles were white. (Taylor, 2001, 
p. 80) 
 “Paul,” my daddy finally said in a voice 
tight but quiet-sounding, as if he were holding 
hard on keeping whatever he was feeling inside, 
“you keep that smart mouth and you’re going to 
end up getting yourself killed. You don’t hit a 
white man and you don’t sass a white man. Now, 
strip down.” 
 “What for?” 
 “I’m going to teach you a hard lesson and 
I’m going to teach it to you right now. You get 
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those clothes off, or I’ll cut right through 
them” (p. 81). 
 I stripped bare as they all watched. I 
stripped bare and felt as I had never felt 
before, not just naked, but worn and like an old 
shoe, soleless. My daddy raised his strap, and 
the strap cut into me good, but I didn’t cry out 
and I let no tears fall. He let the strap fall 
again and again across my back, and I just stood 
there in my nakedness gazing across the land I 
had once thought was mine, feeling my humiliation 
and thinking on the family I had once thought was 
mine (p. 83). 
 
 As Paul-Edward came of age in The Land (2001), he 
relentlessly pursued land ownership and tried to make his 
own way in the world. In doing so, he was confronted with 
challenges that related to his ethnic identity. Often 
whites called him “little nigger white boy,” and some 
blacks resented him and assumed he thought he was better 
than they were. Nigger was used quite a bit in this story – 
more than it was used in all of the other stories I 
analyzed for this study combined. In “A Note to the Reader” 
(Taylor, 2001), Taylor explained that chose “to use the 
language that was spoken during the period” (p. 2) She 
realized that the language is painful for many African 
Americans but refused to “whitewash history” (p.2). 
 In his quest for land, Paul-Edward – who began to be 
called Paul – attempted to meet the agreements of a 
sharecropping contract with the unscrupulous Filmore 
Granger. Granger reneged on land that should have 
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rightfully been Paul’s. When Paul realized that Granger had 
no plans to abide by their agreement, he confronted him 
about it. Granger was none too pleased and told Paul: 
“You think I care about a paper signed with a 
nigger? Well, let me tell you something, boy. 
There was a time I owned hundreds of you people. 
I clothed you, fed you, tended you when you were 
sick, and I buried you. Then everything got 
changed all around, and here niggers got to 
thinking they’re as good as white people, have 
the same kind of land. Ones like you think they 
as smart as white people too. Well, I’m here to 
tell you there hasn’t been a nigger born can 
outsmart Filmore Granger. Not a one, no matter 
how white he looks.” (Taylor, 2001, p. 343). 
 
Taylor (2001) told an engaging story of a black man 
who struggled for acceptance and the ability to enjoy his 
rights of full citizenship. As with all of Taylor’s works, 
she delved deeply into issues of race, skin color, and the 
contentious relationship between many blacks and whites at 
that time. The Land (2001) is highly recommended reading 
selection for children in grades 6-8 (Lexile 760/6.9); but, 
unfortunately due to the fact that it did not meeting two 
important criteria, there were several elements identified 
for coding that were not applicable to The Land (Taylor, 
2001). Because Paul-Edward was not a slave when the story 
begins, elements such as spirituality, sexual experiences, 
a typical day on the plantation, general treatment, and 
resistance as related to the institution of chattel slavery 
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and female slave experiences could not be adequately 
analyzed. Therefore, this title was removed from the final 
list of selection texts for the study.   
  I eliminated both of the titles by Virginia Hamilton 
that were initially selected. Time Pieces (Hamilton, 2002) 
was published the same year Hamilton died. NoveList 
categorized the book as realistic fiction, and it was 
revealed that this story was part fiction and part 
autobiographical (Hamilton, 2002, “A Note About this Book,” 
p. 189-191).  
The storyline was about an eleven-year-old girl named 
Valena and her family. Valena began learning about her 
family history by eavesdropping on the storytelling of her 
mother and the other women at the monthly meeting of the 
Women’s Volunteer and Reckon Society, an organization that 
mended clothing to give to the needy. The women of this 
society took turns telling stories about “poor souls from 
long ago” (p. 45). As they told stories, a designated 
society member wrote down the story. Valena’s mother, aptly 
named Harriet, related a story that she heard from her 
grandfather, Luke, who escaped slavery on the Underground 
Railroad: the story of Tunny Maud, or Dim Tunny (p. 55-68). 
Tunny was a Pygmy woman captured from the Congo in Africa 
and enslaved. However, the slave catchers thought she was a 
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toddler, a two-year old. When she began exhibiting 
behaviors that were unconventional for a baby, Master 
Martin Crawford figured out that she was not a baby. 
Chapter nine, titled “Proud Mary,” told of grandfather 
Luke’s escape north (to Maud Free) on the Underground 
Railroad, and small chunks of the story were provided in 
between chapters until the story culminated with Luke 
reaching freedom in chapter fourteen titled “Maud Free”. 
Though Valena was fascinated with the story of her 
Graw Luke and the link to Tunny Maud, there was too little 
content in the book for deep analysis about chattel slavery 
and the specific experiences of female slaves. The main 
focus of the story seemed to be on the modern-day 
relationships and challenges of Valena and her family 
members, such as visiting the circus, experiencing an 
aurora borealis, stealing and facing the consequences of 
that action, surviving a tornado, and dealing with the 
death of the family pet, Laddie. Thus, this book was 
eliminated from consideration for the final analysis. 
The Magical Adventures of Pretty Pearl (Hamilton, 
1983) was a 1984 Coretta Scott King Honor Book and an ALA 
Notable Children’s Book that same year. It was eliminated 
from this study for a similar reason that 47 was: the 
magical realism, which rendered the book a mixture of 
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fantasy, historical fiction, and folklore reminiscent of 
John Henry and High John the Conqueror. NoveList 
categorized the book as fantasy, horror, mythological 
fiction, and occult fiction.  
Pretty Pearl was the god-child sister of the two 
Johns, John Henry and High John, who were also god-like. 
Pearl took human form and traveled from Africa to see about 
the enslaved blacks in America. Though in human form, she 
had magical power at her disposal in a conjure root she 
wore around her neck. Pearl got too closely entangled with 
humans and used her powers carelessly only to have them 
revoked by her big brother, John the Conqueror. 
Subsequently, in Pearl’s “fallen” state, in which she 
remained in human form, John the Conqueror made her forget 
her life as a god-child. It was interesting to note that 
this male figure (John the Conqueror) had the power, was 
the main decision maker, and could wield his power to 
render the female figure powerless. It was a patriarchal 
relationship between the siblings; and, even though Pearl 
could take the form of an adult woman (Mother Pearl), she 
was never in a position of power over John the Conqueror 
(Con-care). The other John brother was characterized as 
somewhat carefree and unreliable.  
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To an extent, this was a coming of age story for 
Pretty Pearl, who grew deeply throughout the story as she 
developed her relationship with Mother Pearl, who was 
partly her subconscious mind but also a separate entity. In 
human form, Pearl was best able to help the enslaved that 
she was so concerned about. I connected Pearl to black 
people today, some of who may have forgotten their “god-
child” state for a time (their origins in Africa, their 
heritage, and their history) but still rise above the 
struggles to be proud of where they came from and pass down 
the stories of their ancestors in various ways – e.g. 
storytelling, customs, and traditions. 
Virginia Hamilton was known as America’s most honored 
writer of children’s literature (Hamilton Arts, Inc., 2013, 
“Welcome to the official Virginia Hamilton website”). It 
should be noted that though her work did not fit the 
criteria outlined in this study, the corpus of work 
Virginia Hamilton has written for children and young adults 
pertaining to the black experience is unparalleled. In one 
of her earliest essays Hamilton said: 
The black experience in America is deep like the 
rivers of this country. At times through our 
history it became submerged only to emerge again 
and again. Each time it emerges, it seems strong, 
more explicit and insistent. 
There are themes in my writing that are 
strains through the whole of black history.  
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The books I have written can be seen as a 
reflection of my past experience (Hamilton, 2010, 
p. 20). 
 
With work such as Many Thousand Gone (1993) and Anthony 
Burns: The Defeat and Triumph of a Fugitive Slave (1988), 
Hamilton coined what she called “liberation literature,” or 
literature that allows the reader to travel to parallel 
worlds to witness their struggles, sufferings, and triumphs 
(Jackson & Boutte, 2009, p. 109). In liberation literature, 
Hamilton portrayed blacks struggling out of their 
oppression, or liberating themselves; she developed this 
literature as a mirror into present-day trials and triumphs 
of blacks as well (Mikkelsen, 1994, p. 115). Hamilton wrote 
so that as the character(s) find liberty, the reader does 
so, also (Jackson & Boutte, 2009, p. 109). 
Pretty Pearl (1983) was considered historical folk 
fantasy (Mikkelsen, 1994), and Hamilton shared that her 
female protagonist, Pretty Pearl, was not based on a 
legendary folk character as her god-like brothers were 
because there were no black women legends. Thus, she 
created one in Pretty Pearl (Mikkelsen, 1994, p. 127). 
Though this story is one of Hamilton’s most unique pieces 
of literature for children, it did not fit the genre 
criteria for this study and was eliminated from the list. 
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Selected texts. The final list of works examined in 
this study totaled twenty books. Three African American 
male writers authored five of the books, and seven African 
American female authored fifteen of the books (see Table 
10).  
The Authors. Highly lauded African American authors 
for children wrote the titles included in this study. The 
three African American male authors – Julius Lester, Walter 
Dean Myers, and Christopher Paul Curtis – have won highly 
acclaimed awards for their children’s and young adult 
books, such as the Newbery and Coretta Scott King Awards. 
The list of African American female authors included nearly 
three times as many names: Sharon Draper, Joyce Hansen, 
Patricia McKissack, Jerdine Nolen, Andrea Davis Pinkney, 
Connie Porter, Mildred D. Taylor, and Jacqueline Woodson. 
Most of these women have also won awards and/or honors for 
their work. Table 11 highlights literary recognition that 
books featured in this study have earned in the field of 
children’s literature.  
Though not every title in this study has won a major 
literary award, most of the authors featured in this study 
have had long, fruitful careers and have won awards for 
other literature they have written. For example, Patricia 
McKissack has won numerous awards, such as the 1990, 1993, 
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and 1995 Coretta Scott King Awards, 1993 Newbery Honor, 
1993 Boston-Globe Horn Book runner-up, 1995 Orbis Pictus 
Honor Award, and the more recently established PEN/Steven 
Kroll Award in 2012 for Never Forgotten (2011), (PEN 
American Center, 2004-2013, section “Winner”).  
Another prime example of an author who has achieved 
high literary merit is Walter Dean Myers. Though The Glory 
Field (1994) did not earn the kind of recognition that some 
of the other titles in the study received, Myers is no 
stranger to literary awards. To date, he has won the 2000 
Printz Award for Monster (1999), a Jane Addams Children’s 
Book Award, a Margaret A. Edwards Award for his 
contribution to young adult literature, two Newbery Honor 
awards, five Coretta Scott King awards, at least six 
Coretta Scott King Honor awards, has been a National Book 
Award Finalist three times, and was the 2012-2013 National 
Ambassador for Young People’s Literature, among other 
awards (Walter Dean Myers website, n.d., “Reviews”; Library 
of Congress, n.d., “Walter Dean Myers’ Literary Awards”). 
Clearly, the authors represented in this study are no 
strangers to quality writing for children and young adults. 
Phase II: Coding. After the final list of texts was 
selected, the next phase was to develop a coding system. I 
brainstormed categories and themes that reflected the 
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essence of slave life and that would mete out information 
pertinent to the unique experiences of female slaves. This 
coding provided the characteristics of slavery in which to 
analyze the historical fiction. The historiography on 
slavery and female slave experiences by authors such as 
Darlene Clark Hine, Wilma King, and Deborah Gray White was 
used to inform this process. I looked for patterns in the 
writing related to the coding system around the following 
elements:  
• Time Period – the century/year in which the story 
and the context of chattel slavery in the United 
States took place. How was the time period 
significant to the story? 
• Geographic location(s) – where the story was set. 
From what African country/region did the slaves 
originate? To what part of the United States were 
the slaves brought? How was the setting significant 
to the story? 
• Age of the protagonist – stated, estimated, or 
implied age of the main black, female character(s)/ 
protagonist. Did the story follow the character 
through more than one period of her life?  
• Ethnic identity - how the protagonist identified 
herself or had her ethnic identity defined for her 
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(e.g., African, black, Mulatta, or another 
ethnicity). How did the protagonist’s ethnic 
identity play a special role in the story (for 
example, was the protagonist able to pass for white 
or did the protagonist’s skin color cause contention 
among the slaves)?  
• Language – the protagonist’s acquisition and use of 
language. How did the slave acclimate to the use of 
the English language? Did the author include 
vestiges of African languages, pidgins, creolized 
language, or African American vernacular? What role 
did language play in the life of the slave? 
• Education – the protagonist’s acquisition of 
education on the plantation and beyond. Did the 
female protagonist learn to read and write? If so, 
how did she learn? What other types of education 
occurred on the plantation for female slaves?  
• Spirituality – the role in which religion or other 
spiritual engagement played, if any, in the life of 
the protagonist and the lives of women slaves in 
general. Was religion an obvious and an integral 
part of survival/coping on the plantation? 
• Family – the ways a sense of family was regained or 
perpetuated in the life of the slaves. How were 
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familial ties built? Were family separations 
encountered? If so, how were the female characters 
impacted and how were they resilient? Was the family 
of the protagonist split apart and sold, or did the 
family remain intact? Were there extended family 
members to consider? (This theme also includes the 
concept of marital ties.) Did the protagonist start 
a new family? 
• Relationships (with others) - the types of 
relationships fostered on the plantation or setting 
in which the protagonist existed. What type of 
relationship did the protagonist have with other 
female slaves? Male slaves? White males? White 
females? What power differentials predetermined 
these relationships? How did these relationships 
impact the protagonist in her daily life and 
decision-making? 
• Typical Day/Type of Work or Role on the Plantation - 
a typical day for the protagonist as slave 
woman/girl. What type of work was the slave expected 
to do on a regular basis (e.g. field hand, a house 
servant, cook, or other role) on the plantation? In 
other words, what would “a day in the life of” look 
like for the protagonist? 
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• Sexual Experiences – sexual experiences encountered 
by the protagonist. Were sexual experiences 
addressed? If so, were these experiences forced or 
consensual? What was the extent of sexual 
intimidation and abuse endured by the female slave? 
In what ways were female slaves terrorized on the 
slave ships and/or the plantation? What was the age 
of the protagonist’s first unwanted sexual 
experience and what type of sexual experience was 
it? In contrast, did the author depict voluntary 
love or sexual relationships among slaves or between 
the enslaved and the slave owner? 
• General Treatment - the scope of the overall 
treatment and existence of the protagonist How did 
the protagonist’s enslaved existence affect her and 
her outlook on life? 
• Resistance – the measures the protagonist used to 
deal with her enslavement or oppression. Were 
resistance measures covert and overt? How did female 
slaves resist oppression? What coping mechanisms 
were implemented? How did female slaves initiate 
agency? Or, did they accept or acquiesce in their 
treatment? 
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Phase III: Read, write, and analyze – A recursive 
process. The third phase was to read the selected 
literature and note the ways in which the themes/ elements/ 
categories emerged in the story. Before, during, and after 
reading the children’s books for this study, I read 
historical material by noted historians about slavery in 
America and about female slave experiences. I read portions 
of several texts that provided additional historical 
background about slavery and relied heavily on six 
historical works for their particular focus on female slave 
experiences:  
• Ar’n’t I a Woman? Female Slaves in the 
Plantation South (1999) by Deborah Gray 
White. 
• A Shining Thread of Hope: The History of 
Black Women in America (1998) by Darlene 
Clark Hine. 
• Discovering the Women in Slavery (1996) 
edited by Patricia Morton. 
• Hine Sight: Black Women and the 
Reconstruction of American History (1994) 
by Darlene Clark Hine. 
• More Than Chattel: Black Women and Slavery 
in the Americas (1996) edited by David 
Barry Gaspar & Darlene Clark Hine. 
• Women and Slavery in America (2011) edited 
by Catherine M. Lewis and J. Richard 
Lewis. 
 
Deborah Gray White is a history professor specializing 
in African American and American Women’s history at Rutgers 
University (Rutgers, the State University of New Jersey, 
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School of Arts and Sciences website, 2013). Darlene Clark 
Hine is a professor of African American Studies and a 
professor of History at Northwestern University. She has 
several publications about the history of blacks, 
particularly black women, in America (Northwestern 
University, Weinberg College of Arts and Sciences, 2012). 
Kathleen Thompson, who co-wrote A Shining Thread of Hope 
(1998) with Darlene Clark Hine is “an American feminist, 
writer, and activist” (kathleenthompsonwriter.com, n.d., 
para. 1). Catherine M. Lewis is a professor of history and 
director of the Museums of History and Holocaust Education, 
and Executive Director of Museums, Archives & Rare Books at 
Kennesaw State University (Kennesaw State University 
Department of History and Philosophy, 2011-2013, section 
“Catherine Lewis,” para. 1). Her research interests include 
African American history and women’s history (section 
“Catherine Lewis,” para. 2). Patricia Morton is Professor 
Emerita, having retired from Trent University in 2002 
(Trent University, 2011, para. 4). She was a history 
professor, and is also the author of Disfigured Images: The 
Historical Assault on Afro-American Women (1991), a book 
about the dehumanizing onslaught on the African American 
female image throughout history (Morton, 1996, “Back 
Cover”). Morton’s book would be a great companion text to a 
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reading of Daniel P. Black’s Dismantling Black Manhood: An 
Historical and Literary Analysis of the Legacy of Slavery 
(1997). 
As I read the historical fiction for this study, I 
recorded my observations about representations of female 
slaves using the elements I had identified, including how 
female perspectives, voices, roles, relationships, and the 
general complexities and dynamics that gender played in 
their subjugation were portrayed. I noted differences in 
portrayals or whether patriarchal ideologies existed or 
were reinforced in the writing. I also looked for general 
patterns or commonalities across all the literature, 
regardless of the authors’ gender, and I highlighted 
elements that seemed more prevalent than others.  
Phase IV: Trustworthiness. To maintain trustworthiness 
in the study, I employed close reading, rigor in analysis, 
and inter-rater reliability. Close reading was part of 
phase III in which I read each book for this study at least 
twice (and reviewed sections of each book several times): 
once just to experience the story as the average reader 
might and a second time with a critical lens and for the 
express purpose of analysis. The second reading required 
note taking in a graphic organizer and/or marking the text. 
Thus, I purchased a copy of each book for this study 
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(either a hard copy, a Kindle e-book, or both versions for 
some titles) in order to facilitate making notations 
directly in the texts that related to the coding system 
developed in phase II.  
Rigor was established in the application of the coding 
system for each individual book. I analyzed the books for 
each element and wrote a detailed book summary for each of 
the individual titles based on my notes. The individual 
analysis of each book was critical in aiding me in 
comparative analyses of patterns found across titles and 
authors. Additionally, there were several picture books and 
nonfiction/informational books read by various authors, and 
historical fiction novels written about slavery by non-
black authors that were outside of the children’s 
literature selected for analysis in this study. The outside 
reading was done to familiarize myself with other available 
titles about slavery in other genres for young readers, 
some of which were titles by authors who are not part of 
the African American writing community (see Table 12.  
 Finally, inter-rater reliability was established by 
soliciting two experts from two different Midwestern 
universities – one an expert in African American children’s 
literature and the other an expert in multicultural 
children’s literature – to examine and analyze a section of 
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reading from one of the historical fiction titles analyzed 
in this study. These experts utilized the same coding 
system and graphic organizer (form) that I used, though one 
expert chose to type responses into a separate word 
processing document. I compared their interpretations of 
the first 25 pages of carefully excerpted text from the 
book, A Picture of Freedom by Patricia McKissack (1997), to 
my own analysis of the book. The form used is in Appendix 
A.  
The expert in African American literature, labeled 
Expert A1 (expert analysis #1), is a full professor of 
English at a public university in the Midwest. The overall 
analysis from this expert is in Appendix B. The other 
expert in multiethnic and multicultural literature, labeled 
Expert A2 (expert analysis #2), is an associate professor 
in Curriculum and Instruction at a public university in the 
Midwest. This expert’s analysis is in Appendix C.  
 Both experts related the ethnic identity of the main 
character, Clotee, to her enslavement as opposed to a 
racial category or label and based this identification on 
specific citations from the text. Expert A2 cited dialogue 
from characters around skin color, such as reference to 
some slaves like Hince almost passing for white, and 
discussion about Virginia law stating that “if the mama be 
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black, then the chir’ren be black” (McKissack, 1997, p. 
24). Consequently, both experts agreed that Clotee most 
likely considered herself black. Both experts agreed that 
Clotee was twelve (McKissack, 1997, p. 8), but Expert A2 
made note that the text clarified that nobody on the 
plantation was exactly sure on what day she [the 
protagonist] was born (McKissack, 1997, p. 21). My analysis 
concurred with the experts that Clotee was a twelve-year-
old black girl who understood that she was enslaved. 
 My analysis of the education Clotee received on the 
plantation was aligned with the two experts as well. Both 
identified that Clotee learned how to read indirectly 
through her chore of fanning young master William during 
his lessons. Expert A1 noted that Clotee also began 
learning about folk medicine from a female elder as well as 
gardening and housework, which I also addressed in my 
analysis of the book. Expert A2 pointed out that Clotee 
learned from a male elder about identity and ownership but 
also learned from other adults in the slave community, such 
as Rufus at church. I had not directly addressed these 
educational opportunities in my analysis. 
 Both experts detailed use of language as a critical 
aspect of Clotee’s life. Expert A1 noted the use of African 
American Vernacular in the speech slaves used amongst each 
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other and acknowledged that Clotee’s literacy was 
subversive, yet a source of satisfaction for her because it 
was a part of her that no slave master could own. Expert A2 
also noted the dialect but delved more deeply into the role 
of language in Clotee’s life stating that Clotee “used 
language to grow her mind, enhance her education, and to 
express her views, contesting the ways her life is bounded 
and the ways she and her community and her owner’s family 
are identified.” I noted that literacy was a gateway to 
Clotee envisioning freedom and experiencing the freedom of 
owning knowledge that no one else could take from her. The 
expert analyses were in agreement with my analysis that 
literacy was a primary means of resistance for the 
protagonist in this story. 
 A typical workday for Clotee was generally housework. 
Experts A1 and A2 agreed that the bulk of Clotee’s day 
revolved around house chores and occasionally work in the 
garden. Expert A2 included the fanning of young master 
William and detailed the house chores: dusting, washing, 
ironing, picking up after mistress, errands, and kitchen 
work such as helping to prepare and serve meals. Both 
experts mentioned that as a house slave, Clotee had no days 
off (unlike the field slaves who had rest time on Sundays) 
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but would sometimes sneak away for moments of privacy or 
communication with friends.  
 As I did, both experts identified Clotee has having 
Aunt Tee and Uncle Heb as surrogate parents since hers were 
deceased. They also identified Hince as a type of “big 
brother,” whereas I unintentionally overlooked this 
relationship and focused more on Clotee’s relationships 
with other females.  
The experts and I connected spirituality with Rufus as 
the plantation preacher, and Expert A2 and I connected 
Rufus’ spiritual leadings to clandestine meanings and 
messages. While interactions with other slaves on the 
plantation were supportive overall, Expert A2 and I also 
noted the animosity that built between Clotee and another 
young female slave named Missy. Expert A2 mentioned that 
Clotee thought the fields might be making Missy mean. I 
commented on Missy being a spy for Miz Lilly once she was 
transferred from the field to the Big House.  
 My analysis of A Picture of Freedom was greatly 
aligned with both experts. The experts were direct in their 
analysis of each element, and Expert A2 offered detailed 
descriptions and references to each item on the inter-rater 
reliability form. Because their analyses and 
interpretations of the text closely matched mine, it is 
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highly likely that my analysis of this book was on target 
overall.  
Delimitations and Limitations. A delimitation of this 
study was that the focus of examination was solely on 
African American authors of children’s books about chattel 
slavery containing female protagonists or important female 
characters. Thus, female portrayals in historical fiction 
by authors outside the African American writing community 
were not considered because of the desire to discuss the 
intersectionality of race and gender in the literature. 
Nevertheless, there are several examples of historical 
fiction for youth about the history of slavery in America 
written by authors outside the African American writing 
community that are quite accurate and nuanced in their 
portrayals of slavery. One of those examples is Sarny 
(Paulsen, 1997), authored by Gary Paulsen, a Caucasian 
male. Paulsen (1997) did not shy away from capturing the 
traumas of slavery in his portrayal of the female slave 
experience.  
Chains (Anderson, 2008) by Laurie Halse Anderson, a 
Caucasian female, juxtaposed the hypocrisy of the fight for 
freedom in colonial America at the crux of the American 
Revolution with the mass enslavement of Africans and 
blacks. Anderson (2008) also provided an appendix that 
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explained more about the history of America for which the 
book is grounded (p. 303-313). Her acknowledgements 
evidence the research she completed to create a 
historically accurate portrayal of the era and the 
protagonist, a thirteen-year-old female slave named Isabel 
(p. 314).  
Another delimitation is that I chose to use children’s 
books published since 1968 to focus on literature available 
during the front end of the post-Civil Rights Era after the 
assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., after the 
height of Black Nationalism, and at the crux of The Black 
Arts Movement. This was also close to the time in which the 
Coretta Scott King Award was established. Near this period, 
a new generation of scholars published research that 
provided convincing evidence that challenged master 
narratives about slavery, including the work of historians 
like Nell I. Painter, Darlene Clark Hine, and Elizabeth 
Fox-Genovese. More personally, the writing under 
examination in this study occurred after I was born, and I 
wanted to explore material written about chattel slavery in 
the United States that had been published during my 
lifetime.  
The assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. on 
April 4, 1968, in Memphis, Tennessee was a pinnacle in the 
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Civil Rights Movement, a time in the United States when 
there was concentrated effort to dismantle racist laws and 
institutions. The National Archives (n.d.) stated that, for 
some people, King’s death “signaled the seeming end of a 
period of civil rights progress” (section “Introduction: 
The Civil Right Movement and Dr. King,” para. 1). 
History.com (1996-2013d) represented King’s death as a 
catalyst for speeding along civil rights legislation 
(section “The Assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr.,” 
para. 1). Dyson discussed the ways in which King’s death 
has changed America over the past forty plus years, such as 
King’s nonviolent efforts for social, political, and 
economic equality leading to the many rights and gains all 
people enjoy today (NPR, 2008, April 3). 
Black Nationalism is most notably linked with 
Jamaican-born Marcus Garvey, his Pan-African Movement, and 
the establishment of the Universal Negro Improvement 
Association (UNIA), which was in existence from the late 
1910s through the mid-1930s (Biography.com, 2013, para. 1 & 
2). Garvey’s goals were to foster economic self-sufficiency 
and racial pride for blacks, which was a precursor to the 
thrust of the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s 
and the rise of the Black Panther Party in the mid-1960s to 
early 1970s (Biography.com, 2013, p. 1, para. 5). During 
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the Garvey era, a number of events in the United States, 
such as post World War I sentiment among blacks who were 
disillusioned about the treatment of black soldiers 
returning from the battlefield and the resurgence of the Ku 
Klux Klan, ushered in the New Negro Renaissance (Chaney, 
2007). This led to increased racial consciousness and 
widespread affirmation of black values and the potential of 
the black masses (Bennett, 1982, p. 353). Also known as the 
Harlem Renaissance, this movement peaked in the 1920s and 
was a flurry of black creativity and a cultural and 
political explosion of black intellects, writers, and 
artists such as Zora Neale Hurston, Jean Toomer, and 
Langston Hughes (Bennett, 1982, p. 354; Bernard, 2007, p. 
34).  
Black Nationalism of the 1960s and 1970s sought to 
revive nationalist notions of black separatism that Garvey 
espoused and was a clear priority of the Nation of Islam 
when Malcolm X was a major spokesman and key leader of the 
organization under Elijah Muhammad (Bennett, 1982, p. 383). 
The Black Panther Party, founded in 1966 in Oakland, 
California by Huey Newton and Bobby Seale, was a 
progressive political organization that championed a 
revolutionary agenda; and, it is thought to be the last 
great attempt at amassing black people to fight for 
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equality, justice and freedom (The Dr. Huey P. Newton 
Foundation, n.d., The Black Panther Party Legacy, section 
“What Was the Black Panther Party?” para. 1). During this 
time racial violence and rioting was erupting in various 
locations across the country, and black students on major 
college campuses were beginning to use tactics of 
disruption to demand campus reforms, increased black 
enrollment, black faculty members, and black-oriented 
curricula (Bennett, 1982, p. 423, 581-588). 
The Black Arts Movement has also been linked to the 
politics of Black Nationalism. The period from the 1960s to 
the early 1970s marked a time of intense artistic and 
literary growth in black America (Encyclopedia Britannica, 
2013b, para. 2). This was a critical point in the Civil 
Rights Movement and the time period directly following, in 
which changes in publishing reflected the transformation in 
ideologies and political attitudes. The struggles for 
equality of this era that culminated in the assassinations 
of several key leaders such as Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., 
Malcolm X, John F. Kennedy, and Bobby Kennedy, galvanized 
“a generation of young black writers into rethinking the 
purpose of African American art” and spawned engagement in 
“cultural nation building” which included founding theatre 
houses, sponsoring poetry readings, creating literary 
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magazines, and setting up small printing presses, all in an 
effort to promote self-determination, solidarity, and 
nationhood amongst blacks (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2013a, 
section “The Black Arts movement,” para. 1).  
Sims (1982) stated that by 1970 it was apparent that 
“King’s dream of togetherness” had yet to become a reality 
(p. 18). She also noted that by 1970 more blacks were 
having their work produced and published; and, publishers 
and authors were starting to get criticism of what Sims 
categorized as social conscience books with highly 
predictable or contrived plots, stock characters or 
stereotypical representations, with often times writing of 
poor literary quality (p. 18). In 1982, when Sims published 
her study of the black experience in contemporary 
children’s literature titled Shadow & Substance, it was not 
surprising that she found need for more and higher quality 
African American literature to be published. She expressed 
the need for the history of blacks “to be told, both 
factually and in the form of historical fiction” (p. 106).  
Arna Bontemps was the first African American to win a 
Newbery Honor Medal in 1949 for his nonfiction book, The 
Story of the Negro (Bontemps, 1948). Twenty years later, 
Julius Lester was the second African American to win a 
Newbery Honor in 1969 for his nonfiction book titled To Be 
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a Slave (Lester, 1968). That same year, black librarians 
established the Coretta Scott King Award to recognize the 
work of black writers. Though not officially recognized by 
the American Library Association (ALA) until 1982 (American 
Library Association, 1996-2013a, section “History,” para. 
2), the first Coretta Scott King Author Award was given to 
Lillie Patterson in 1970 for Martin Luther King, Jr.: Man 
of Peace (1969); and, the first Coretta Scott King 
Illustrator Award was given to George Ford in 1974 for Ray 
Charles (Mathis, 1973). The Coretta Scott King Illustrator 
Award was not awarded again until 1978 when, from that time 
forward, the recognition of African American illustrators 
remained an annual award (American Library Association, 
1996-2013b).  
Virginia Hamilton was the first African American woman 
to win a Newbery Honor in 1972 for The Planet of Junior 
Brown (1971), and then she was the first African American 
to win the Newbery Medal for M.C. Higgins, the Great 
(Hamilton, 1974) in 1975, the year after Paula Fox won the 
medal for Slave Dancer (1973). The American Library 
Association annually awards a Newbery medal to the most 
distinguished American children’s book published in the 
previous year (American Library Association – Association 
for Library Service to Children – The John Newbery Medal, 
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1996-2013, section “How the Medal Came to Be”, para. 1); 
and, any number of “runners up” can receive the Newbery 
Honor Award. Meanwhile, Lester, Hamilton, and many other 
black authors earned greater recognition through the 
Coretta Scott King Award system, which exposed readers to a 
wealth of stories by and about black people. Several of the 
titles examined in this study have either won the Coretta 
Scott King Author Award or the Coretta Scott King Honor. 
An additional delimitation was that the literature 
examined in this study was geared toward middle-level 
readers. Overall, this study did not address books geared 
for early elementary (or primary grades); however, there 
were a few titles that were borderline: Show Way (Woodson, 
2005) and the books in the Addy® series (Porter, 1993a; 
Porter 1993b; Porter 1994a; Porter 1994b).  
Show Way (Woodson, 2005), the story of generations of 
women from slavery to freedom, was formatted as a picture 
book but was awarded a 2006 Newbery Honor Award. This 
decision demonstrated that the Newbery selection committee 
thought Woodson’s writing was distinguished enough that the 
text, or story, could stand on its own merit. Moreover, the 
National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS, 2012) 
featured Show Way (Woodson, 2005) in the Teaching Reading 
with the Social Studies Standards bulletin (2012) as 
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outstanding children’s literature for teaching social 
studies (p. 73-85).  
The Addy® books, a collection in the American Girl® 
series of historical fiction, followed the journey of a 
young black girl from slavery to freedom and then to 
reuniting with her family in Philadelphia. While the Lexile 
reading levels and grade level equivalencies indicated that 
the series is geared toward 4th and 5th grade children, there 
may be students between ages 10-15 who are not reading at 
grade level for whom this series could be of interest. 
Also, as a former 5th grade teacher, many of those students 
were ages 10 and 11. 
This study was also limited by genre. The focus was 
historical fiction. Though nonfiction trade books are 
another genre important to enhancing the social studies 
curriculum (Olness, 2007; Meltzer, 1994), this study 
emphasized historical fiction because the genre can 
illuminate life in a different era, or time period, in a 
way that nonfiction and textbooks cannot. Freeman & Levstik 
(1998) talked about the use of historical fiction in the 
elementary classroom to introduce children to history and 
help them study and evaluate human behavior on an 
appropriate developmental level (p. 330). Meek, Warlow & 
Barton (1978) related how historical fiction aids 
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historical understanding more easily than expository text 
and recounted the ways in which stories present “history in 
a subjective form that is closer to the way in which young 
children explain themselves and understand the world” (as 
quoted in Freeman & Levstik, 1998, p. 330). Thus, using 
historical fiction with children can help them learn about 
historical periods and events through characters that are 
much like they are.  
Nonfiction works do not typically introduce historical 
events through the eyes of children for which the intended 
readers can personally relate. Equally, textbook 
presentations of history can depersonalize it in ways “that 
can make students feel detached and insignificant” 
(Johnson, 2009, p. 217). As an introduction to the critical 
analysis of history, historical fiction can be a catalyst 
for children to begin responding to historical events in a 
safer context, especially when exploring difficult concepts 
and complex human behavior (i.e. the Middle Passage and 
slavery, the Great Depression, and Japanese internment 
camps), punctuating the need to supplement the social 
studies and history curricula with historical fiction.  
Historical fiction is a genre for which the treatment 
of people of color and women has historically been 
problematic, because these groups were either treated with 
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little respect or omitted entirely (Gangi, 2004, p. 191). 
Some examples of literature cited as problematic relating 
to race and/or gender include books such as Indian in the 
Cupboard (Banks, 1980), The Cay (Taylor, 1969), Slave 
Dancer (Fox, 1973), Amos Fortune, Free Man (Yates, 1950), 
and The Story of Doctor Dolittle (Lofting, 1920).  
Harris (1986) described examples of problematic 
references about black people in The Story of Doctor 
Dolittle (p. 85-86). Dr. Dolittle is the story of a 
physician who became a doctor for animals. He has the 
ability to talk to the animals, and set out on global 
adventures with them. One vivid illustration of a 
problematic scene in this book is in the eleventh chapter, 
which is titled “The Black Prince.” Dolittle and his animal 
friends were captured by an African King who planned to 
make him scrub his kitchen floors for the rest of his life. 
As part of an elaborate escape plan, Dolittle found out 
that Prince Bumpo wanted to be white. Bumpo believed that 
if only he was white, then he would be happy and even win 
the affections of the fairy queen. If Bumpo would agree to 
release Dolittle and his friends, then Dolittle promised to 
do his best to turn him white. Chapter 12 continued with 
the description of John Dolittle’s encounter with Prince 
Bumpo: 
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White man, I am an unhappy prince. Years ago I 
went in search of The Sleeping Beauty, whom I had 
read of in a book. And having traveled through 
the world many days, I at last found her and 
kissed the lady very gently to awaken her – as 
the book said I should. ‘Tis true indeed that she 
awoke. But when she saw my face she cried out, 
‘Oh, he’s black!’ And she ran away and wouldn’t 
marry me – but went to sleep again somewhere 
else. So I came back, full of sadness, to my 
father’s kingdom. Now I hear that you are a 
wonderful magician and have many powerful 
potions. So I come to you for help. If you will 
turn me white, so that I may go back to The 
Sleeping Beauty, I will give you half my kingdom 
and anything besides you ask.” 
“Prince Bumpo,” said the Doctor, looking 
thoughtfully at the bottles in his medicine-bag, 
“supposing I made your hair a nice blond color—
would not that do instead to make you happy?” 
“No,” said Bumpo. “Nothing else will satisfy 
me. I must be a white prince.” (Lofton, 1920, p. 
59, Kindle Paperwhite version) 
 
This scene was problematic because it portrayed the 
black prince as unhappy, or in a state of deep depression, 
because of his skin color. The scene also represented black 
as bad when the sleeping beauty awakened to see Prince 
Bumpo’s face ran away in fright. This was reminiscent of 
what Dawkins (2003) called “black baby” tales that 
perpetuated “Negrophobia” [sic] by representing the dark 
child to a white mother as the ultimate horror. She cited a 
similar story (folktale) by Robert D. SanSouci in which a 
woman who was longing for a child found an orphan in the 
woods with skin as white as milk. She picked the child up 
only, to her horror, to find that the child had changed to 
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a black, shiny, ugly thing. The woman dropped the child and 
ran off into the woods screaming (Dawkins, 2003, p. 167). 
Not only did The Story of Doctor Dolittle (Lofting, 1920) 
promote Negrophobia, it predicated the black prince’s 
happiness on obtaining a white woman and on ultimately 
turning white himself. Moreover, the black prince was 
willing to give almost all of his wealth and status away to 
achieve this. The book offered no other narrative about the 
African prince. 
Bradford (2010) warned, “Contemporary texts are not 
immune from a tendency to fall back on racialized 
hierarchies they ostensibly contest” (Chapter 4, Race and 
Children’s Literature section, para. 7, Loc. 1218, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). Republished canonical texts from the 
colonial period tend to be problematic in the revision of 
the text in works such as Huck Finn (para. 7, Loc. 1214, 
Kindle Paperwhite version). I agreed with Bradford in that 
I do not advocate sanitizing or revising “classic” 
literature such as Huck Finn (Twain, 1885 U.S.) to remove 
racist language, and I do not promote censorship in the 
form of banning books from the public sphere; however, I am 
concerned about use of literature like The Cay and Doctor 
Dolittle without discussion about how past and present 
ideologies of race inform writings of this nature, or how 
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if not checked, these ideologies can perpetuate racial 
stereotypes and racist attitudes toward people of color. 
For this study, there was no evidence that any of the 
literature had been sanitized; but historical literature 
was the focus – which leads me to my next delimitation. 
Another delimitation was that the number of books 
analyzed for this study needed to be limited in order to 
devote attention to the complexity of analysis for each of 
the selections. It is not uncommon in literary analysis and 
criticism to focus on portrayals in one specific genre 
(Violet J. Harris, personal communication, February 25, 
2013). Utilizing other genres and formats would have 
unnecessarily convoluted the analysis for this particular 
study and expanded the study to an unmanageable size. For 
example, nonfiction contains informational books, 
biographical texts, reference books, and other expository 
text formats. All of these nonfiction texts would have 
needed analysis for authenticity and accuracy versus 
analysis of character portrayals that are representations 
of people in contexts based on real settings and events in 
history.   
 There were also other limitations of this study. 
First, as data from the CCBC confirm, there is not much 
children’s literature in all genres combined that contains 
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significant content about Africans or African Americans; 
and, books written by African American authors are 
considerably less than this. Accordingly, there is a 
limited amount of historical fiction for children about 
slavery published by people of color. Consequently, the 
selected texts by African American males were already quite 
slim even with the inclusion of three texts that focused 
mainly on the slave experiences of African American males.  
For a study of this nature, a measure of difficultly 
in ascertaining the racial identification of an author was 
to be expected. Tactics used to find out the race of the 
author were to view pictures on publisher websites or in 
Google images; however, caution was taken to not make 
assumptions about the racial identification of an author 
based solely on photographs. Many authors had their own 
websites where a brief bio was available. Others had 
biographical entries on various Internet sites that 
corroborated the author’s racial status. Likewise, an 
author’s gender could pose challenges to identification 
with 100% certainty. Similar methods used to determine 
whether or not the author was female or male were used for 
racial identification. The use of pronoun referents such as 
her, she, his, and him in written biographical information 
about the authors or in reviews of their books provided 
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assistance in deciding whether the author subscribed to 
being a woman or a man. I also used author reference 
guides, such as the online version of the Something About 
the Author series, to help determine the race and gender of 
the author. The series was accessible through the 
university library services. Online author databases such 
as the Online Education Database of Children’s Literature 
Authors (2006-2011) and the Authors and Illustrators List 
in the International Children’s Digital Library (n.d.) were 
also accessed; however, these databases resulted in few 
listings of African American authors. The resources that 
appeared to be most exhaustive and inclusive were the “Meet 
the Authors/Illustrators” pages of the Children’s 
Literature website (January 3, 2013) at childrenslit.com 
and Something About the Author.  
 Summary. This study utilized an interpretive approach 
to analyze and critique the selected texts. The main goal 
was to analyze the portrayals of slavery and female slave 
experiences in historical fiction for middle-level learners 
by African American writers and compare their portrayals 
based on gender of the author using a critical black 
feminist lens in tandem with critical race theory. 
Ultimately, from the books identified for this study, the 
number of African American female authors who have written 
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historical fiction about slavery in the United States quite 
outnumbered available titles on the same subject written by 
African American males. It was a curiosity as to why this 
was the case, and it certainly initiated wonderment as to 
possible reasons for this phenomenon. A closer look into 
the authors and their works analyzed for this study are 
presented in the following chapters.  
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CHAPTER 4 
FINDINGS 
In this study, I examined depictions of slavery in 
historical fiction for middle-level learners and compared 
African American female authors and African American male 
authors in their portrayals of chattel slavery with 
emphasis on the way in which female slaves experienced this 
horrific time in American history. The two main research 
questions were: 
1) What female slave perspectives and experiences are 
depicted in historical fiction about slavery for 
middle-level children by African American authors?   
2) What are the similarities and differences in 
depictions of slavery and portrayals of the 
complexities of female slave experiences between 
African American female authors and African American 
male authors of historical fiction for middle-grade 
children? Are these depictions literary, ideological, 
personal, and/or a combination of factors? 
The findings for the first research question are presented 
as exposition about each book selected for this study. Each 
exposition integrates the historiography that informed my 
understanding and interpretation of the portrayals 
represented in the selected texts. I included author 
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profiles as a starting point to provide background on each 
of the authors to determine literary, ideological, and 
personal factors that may have impacted the writing of 
selected texts in this study. To augment individual 
analysis for each book, tables accompany the findings for 
the second research question to illuminate the similarities 
and differences in portrayals of slavery and female slave 
experiences between African American female authors and 
African American male authors (see Tables 13-19). For the 
identified coding about which slavery was depicted, 
exemplars of the selected texts were highlighted in greater 
detail. Coding was employed for the following elements: 
• Geographical location and time period 
• Age and ethnicity of the protagonist or main 
character 
• Role of language 
• Education 
• Spirituality  
• Family structure 
• Relationships on the plantation 
• Daily life/typical work day 
• Sexual experiences 
• General treatment 
• Resistance 
  
Some of these elements were combined within the 
analyses because a logical or natural connection existed. 
For example, it made sense to combine analysis of general 
treatment and resistance because enslaved or free blacks 
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resisted their oppression in various ways as responses to 
their general treatment in subjugation. After each element 
of the literature analyzed, a general summary is provided 
of patterns of representation found over the scope of the 
titles examined. I interpreted these patterns by applying 
the theoretical lenses of critical race theory and critical 
black feminist theory. Chapter 5 contains discussion about 
what these findings mean and why they are important. 
Overview of Authors and Selected Titles  
Of the African American male authors, Julius Lester’s 
three works in this study consisted of Day of Tears (2005), 
written in script format, and two separate compilations of 
short stories titled Long Journey Home (1972) and This 
Strange New Feeling (1982). Many of Lester’s short stories 
focused on the black male experience in slavery. Each of 
his books has won literary awards. Long Journey Home (1972) 
was a 1973 National Book Award finalist, and This Strange 
New Feeling (1982) was a 1983 Coretta Scott King Author 
Honor book. Day of Tears (2005) won the 2006 Coretta Scott 
King Author Award and was selected as one of the 2006 Young 
Adult Library Services Association (YALSA) Best Books for 
Young Adults as well as one of the 2006 ALA Notable 
Children’s Books – Older Readers Category (Novelist).   
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The sole book in this study by Christopher Paul Curtis 
written about slavery, Elijah of Buxton (2007), contained a 
male protagonist. However, it was included in the analysis 
because it was the catalyst for this study due to what I 
perceived as lack of portraying a strong female voice 
throughout the story. I analyzed it based on this supposed 
omission and wanted to more closely investigate the 
portrayals of females contained in this book. Elijah of 
Buxton (2007) has won numerous awards including the 2008 
Coretta Scott King Author Award, the 2008 Scott O’Dell 
Historical Fiction Award, and selection as one of the 2008 
ALA Notable Children’s Books – Older Readers Category 
(Novelist). 
Glory Field (1994) by Walter Dean Myers is a family 
saga that began with the capture of an African male from 
Sierra Leone in West Africa in 1753 and ended in ‘present 
day’ Harlem in 1994. Only the first section of the book 
related to slavery, but the family history linked each 
generation cohesively.  
There were more than twice as many African American 
female authors of historical fiction about slavery for 
middle-level readers as male authors. These women were: 
Sharon Draper, Joyce Hansen, Patricia McKissack, Jerdine 
Nolen, Andrea Pinkney, Connie Porter, and Jacqueline 
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Woodson. These seven women wrote a total of fifteen books 
represented in this study, among which were two series (one 
of the series is a trilogy). Six of the fifteen books by 
the female authors were titles from the Addy® Collection by 
Connie Porter, part of the American Girl® series. This 
particular series followed Addy from slavery to freedom.  
The three books that comprised the Obi and Easter 
trilogy by Joyce Hansen were: Which Way Freedom? (1986), a 
1987 Coretta Scott King Author Honor winner; Out from this 
Place (1988); and, The Heart Calls Home (1999). This 
trilogy chronicled the journey of Obi, Easter, and Jason 
into freedom. Joyce Hansen also authored a separate book 
titled I Thought My Soul Would Rise and Fly (1997), a 1998 
Coretta Scott King Author Honor winner and part of the Dear 
America series. Another Dear America book in this study was 
A Picture of Freedom (1997) by Patricia McKissack.  
One book in the study was categorized as a picture 
book: Show Way (2005) by Jacqueline Woodson. It is the 
story of several generations of black women in Woodson’s 
lineage from slavery to current day. Show Way was 
considered for analysis in this study because it won a 
Newbery Honor Award, which is an award of literary merit 
for the most distinguished children’s books published each 
year.  
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The remaining titles are: Copper Sun (2006) by 
Sharon Draper, a young adult novel and winner of the 
2007 Coretta Scott King Author Award; Eliza’s Freedom 
Road by Jerdine Nolen, written in diary format 
recording a young slave girl’s escape to freedom in 
Canada; and, Silent Thunder (1999) by Andrea Davis 
Pinkney, a chapter book in which the narrative is told 
in altering points of view between a brother and a 
sister living as slaves on a Virginia tobacco 
plantation during the Civil War. 
Representations of Slavery and Female Slave Experiences 
within Historical Fiction by African American Authors for 
Middle-Level Learners  
 The African American children’s authors in this study 
represent a small percentage of all writers publishing 
literature for children. Fortunately, these featured 
writers have authored powerful works for older children and 
young adults to learn about slavery in the United States 
and the impact this institution has had on black women and 
girls. The representations of slavery and female slave 
experiences were outlined based on the coding elements 
explained in the methods chapter of this study and augment 
the comparison analysis for the portrayals in the 
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literature between African American female and African 
American male authors. 
African American female authors and their literature.  
Sharon M. Draper. Draper is one of several authors in 
this study who started her career as a classroom teacher. 
Her dedication to education is so marked that she is an 
award-winning teacher as well as an award-winning writer. 
She was named Ohio Teacher of the Year in 1996, followed in 
1997 with National Teacher of the Year (Hinton, 2009). She 
was also one of the first educators in the nation to become 
national board certified in English/Language Arts (Hinton, 
2009). It was actually one of Draper’s former students who 
challenged her to enter a short story writing contest for 
Ebony magazine that would change the course of her life 
forever (Advameg, 2014, section “Teacher Turns Author,” 
para. 1). Draper won the Ebony magazine literary contest 
and was catapulted into the national spotlight. Wanting to 
write stories that her students would want to read, she 
penned her first young adult novel titled Tears of a Tiger 
(1994), which was rejected 24 times before it was published 
by Simon & Schuster (Hinton, 2009). The debut novel would 
go on to earn Draper the Coretta Scott King Genesis Award 
for New Talent (which was later renamed the John Steptoe 
Award for New Talent), and future writings would glean more 
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Coretta Scott King awards, state literary awards and 
recognition, and teen reader awards (Hinton, 2009). 
 Draper credits her parents and influential high school 
teachers with inspiring her in many ways, and her maternal 
grandmother instilled the value of oral storytelling 
(Hinton, 2009). When discussing the award-winning Copper 
Sun (2006), Draper again connects to her roots. As the 
granddaughter of a man born into slavery in 1860 (Draper, 
2014), Draper wanted to write a book that provided a 
narrative of how her family lineage might have begun in 
America. It was her foray into historical fiction when she 
had previously written school-based contemporary realistic 
fiction to help fight aliteracy in her students and readers 
like them. Draper took almost a decade to write Copper Sun 
(2006) and completed in-depth research that included 
reading many books about slavery and traveling to Ghana 
where she toured and did volunteer work (Draper, 2014; 
Hinton, 2009). Draper was compelled to write this novel and 
said she thought the spirit of Amari, the female 
protagonist, tapped her on the shoulder while in Ghana and 
whispered to her, “Tell my story. Write my life. Help me 
live forever. Don’t let me be forgotten” (Hinton, 2009, 
Chapter 6, para. 2, Loc. 1294, Kindle Paperwhite version). 
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 Draper wrote Copper Sun (2006) hoping to make Africa 
and one’s ancestors important to her intended readers. Her 
work in this novel is connected to real slave narratives 
and neo-slave narratives as she allowed Amari to tell the 
story of her enslavement (Hinton, 2009). It “teaches 
readers about slavery by illuminating ideas about rememory, 
voice, resistance, and legacy” (para. 14, Loc. 1348, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). 
 Draper strives for balance in her writing when 
depicting characters. In Copper Sun (2006), she tried to 
balance depictions of white characters (Hinton, 2009). She 
works toward balance with male and female characters in her 
other books and writes “strong and positive female 
characters that resonate with readers, while simultaneously 
being careful not to create an immense number of negative 
and horrible male characters” (Hinton, 2009, Chapter 7, 
para. 11, Kindle Paperwhite version). 
Since Copper Sun (2006), Sharon Draper has continually 
proven herself to be a master storyteller who can write 
about a variety of topics for readers of diverse 
backgrounds as is the case with more recent titles like Out 
of My Mind (Draper, 2010) and Panic (Draper, 2013). Draper 
is a mother, a teacher, a writer and poet, and a literacy 
advocate who has made and will hopefully continue to make 
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her mark on the publishing world and with readers, young 
and old. 
Copper Sun. The story of Amari, the 15-year old 
protagonist in Copper Sun (Draper, 2006), took place 
entirely in the 18th century – specifically, in the year 
1738. This year was significant because in 1738, Spanish 
Florida promised freedom and land to runaway slaves 
(Educational Broadcasting Corporation, 2004e, “Slavery and 
the Making of America – Time and Place”). As a sanctuary, 
Fort Mose was the first free African settlement in the 
United State to exist legally (St. Augustine Web Design, 
2012, “Fort Mose Historical Overview,” para. 1). 
The story opened in the African village of Ziavi 
located in Ghana. Draper described the way of life for the 
Ewe people of whom Amari and her family belonged before 
they were viciously killed trying to resist white slavers. 
The attack against her people left the survivors unable to 
perform the proper prayers and burial rites that were 
customary in her village. Amari was trapped, beaten, 
branded, abused during the voyage to America, and then sold 
to the Derby Plantation in South Carolina. Regardless of 
her treatment and forced habitation in America, Amari held 
on to the memories of her family and the pride in her 
African identity.  
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When Amari arrived at the Derby Plantation, she had 
acquired some limited English skills. During the Middle 
Passage, white sailors raped Amari and the other African 
women most nights they sailed on the slave ship. One 
sailor, however, would not harm Amari. Instead, he taught 
her how to speak English, slowly and a few words at a time, 
so that by the time the ship made it to port, she could 
minimally understand certain words the whites were 
speaking. Once she was sold at auction to Master Derby, the 
indentured servant named Polly was charged with teaching 
Amari more English. 
While surviving on the Derby Plantation, Amari 
developed close relationships with Polly, Teenie, and 
Tidbit. Polly was a white girl about the same age as Amari 
who was serving out a 14-year indentured contract for her 
impoverished parents. Teenie was the main house servant and 
head of the kitchen. Tidbit was Teenie’s son. Although it 
did not begin this way, Amari and Polly would not only end 
up as friends, but they wouldoalso became close allies in 
resisting their oppressor. Ultimately, they would escape 
together from bondage. Most of the time, Amari lived in 
fear of Master Derby and the sexual abuse of young master 
Clay, Master Derby’s son. Though Master Derby’s wife, 
Isabelle, was kind to the slaves, she was unhappy and spent 
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most of her time inside, especially once she found out she 
was pregnant. 
As a regular routine, Amari was expected to 
participate in slave work by completing assigned house 
chores and helping Teenie as needed, which was the majority 
of the time. Amari did not work in the rice fields, though 
Master Derby threatened her with this as a possible 
punishment if she could not fulfill her house duties to his 
liking.  
Overall, Amari was in constant survival mode, as most 
slaves were. Slaves were not well treated at the Derby 
Plantation, and Master Derby had trained his 16-year old 
son, Clay, to be just as nasty to them as he was. Many of 
the resistance measures Amari and her counterparts used 
were passive, such as playing dumb, acquiescing to 
punishment in hopes of deflecting a worse fate, lying about 
and covering up mistakes, etc. In the end, as the behavior 
of Master Derby culminated in a brutal double murder and 
the scheduled selling of Teenie’s son, Tidbit, Amari and 
Polly took more aggressive action and finally escaped with 
Tidbit to freedom at Fort Mose in Florida. 
Joyce Hansen. Hansen called I Thought My Soul Would 
Rise and Fly (1997) “a gift that touched my own soul” and 
explained that during research on black soldiers in the 
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Civil War and during the Reconstruction period, she came 
across a woman’s diary entry about a young former slave 
girl dated May 1865, and this girl later became Patsy, the 
book’s female protagonist (TeachingBooks.net, 2001-2014, 
Meet the Author book reading). This was the first book 
Hansen had written in diary form (Scholastic.com, 2014, 
para. 2). 
 On her webpage, Hansen stated: “I want my readers to 
sense the possibility of hope, to be aware of how the human 
spirit can rise to great heights--to see how some people 
manage to survive the madness and create a sane space where 
there is still beauty, love, peace and even joy” 
(Joycehansen.com, n.d., “Home,” para. 1). This is exactly 
what Patsy did in I Thought My Soul Would Rise and Fly 
(1997). She rose to great heights to create a sane space 
during a time of turmoil in the transition from slavery to 
emancipation. 
Like Draper, Hansen was also a schoolteacher, and she 
taught for more than twenty years in New York City Public 
Schools (South Carolina Center for the Books, section 
“Biography,” para. 1). In an interview with Scholastic.com 
(2014), the publishers of the Dear America series of which 
I Thought My Soul Would Rise and Fly (1997) is a part, 
Hansen revealed that she loved books and loved to read. 
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This part of Hansen’s personality was reflected in the 
character, Patsy, who yearned to read and write to 
intellectually escape the bondage of slavery. She also 
wanted to teach others.  
Hansen engaged in extensive research that informed the 
diary entries she wrote for Patsy, which included reading 
many books about slavery (Scholastic.com, 2014, para. 3). 
Ultimately, Hansen hoped that readers would come away with 
the importance of believing in oneself as well as an 
appreciation and understanding of how the Reconstruction 
Period in our country’s history affected blacks and whites 
in the South (para. 6).  
Though, Hansen likens the character Patsy to herself 
in certain ways, her first venture into historical fiction 
was with her novel Which Way Freedom? (1986). In an online 
audio interview, Hansen said that this book was the merging 
of her two loves: writing and history (TeachingBooks.net, 
2001-2014, “Which Way Freedom? Meet-the-Author Book 
Reading”). This book was the first novel in a trilogy about 
Obi and Easter, escaped slaves who join the Union Army 
during the Civil War and later escape to the Sea Islands.  
I Thought My Soul Would Rise and Fly. Hansen takes the 
reader back in time to the cusp of emancipation for slaves 
in I Thought My Soul Would Rise and Fly (1997). The story 
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began on April 21, 1865, mere days before Yankee soldiers 
announced the end of slavery to those on the Davis Hall 
Plantation located at Mars Bluff, South Carolina. Patsy, 
the protagonist of the story, did not know her age but 
believed she was twelve or thirteen years old (Hansen, 
1997, p. 12). 
At about age three or four, Patsy was tasked with 
caring for Annie and Charles from babies onward because 
their mother died, and they were sent to live at the Davis 
Hall Plantation with their uncle. According to King (1995), 
boys and girls began working at early ages, thus 
accelerating the separation of slave children from their 
parents. Unfortunately, Patsy never knew her mother or 
father, and no one else on the plantation seemed to be able 
to share any of that history with her (Hansen, 1997, p. 
14).  
Typical chores for Patsy included emptying chamber 
pots and getting fire going each morning (Hansen, 1997, p. 
6). Patsy was also required to attend Sunday service with 
Master Davis and the Mistress, though she was curious about 
the church services the field slaves held under the bush 
arbor where she enjoyed hearing the faint sounds of their 
singing. It was not uncommon for slaves to join their 
owners for church service, though slaveholders were 
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conscious of the fact that religion was a form of education 
that could possibly undermine their position of control and 
power (King, 1995). 
When the slaves at the Davis Hill Plantation received 
the announcement of the proclamation from Lincoln that they 
were free, they began to talk about which last names they 
would choose for themselves. Patsy did not know what name 
to choose because she did not know any of her bloodline. 
She only knew that she did not want to use the last name 
Davis because it would tie her to Master and Mistress in a 
way she did not want. Ultimately, she chose an entirely new 
name: Phillis Frederick, fittingly chosen for Phillis 
Wheatley and Frederick Douglass, both of whom were former 
slaves who learned to read and write (Hansen, 1997, p. 
162). 
The diary Hansen found during her research of the 
Reconstruction period had been kept by a woman who was 
complaining about all of her slaves leaving after 
emancipation. The woman, left with a young slave girl for 
whom Patsy’s character was patterned, described the girl as 
“lame, solitary, very dull, slow, timid, and friendless” 
(TeachingBooks.net, 2001-2014, “Meet the Author book 
reading”). However, Hansen wrote life into Patsy as a 
character full of dreams, hope, and determination. In the 
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story, Patsy claimed to have no friends except Luke, and 
she felt limited in what she could share with him because 
he was a boy (Hansen, 1997, p. 7). Most of the adults in 
her life only seemed to have a business relationship with 
her, hardly noticing her except to chastise her for 
mistakes (black adults) or give orders (white adults).  
When Annie and Charles left the plantation, Patsy’s 
responsibilities for them were replaced with additional 
cooking chores. With much work to be done around the 
plantation and little alone time, Patsy struggled to find 
time to read and write. Genovese (1972) wrote that the 
intensity of chores for the Big House reduced leisure time 
for slaves, many of whom worked an unrelenting 10-15 hours 
per day or more (p. 60). The stolen moments when Patsy 
could indulge in her journal, she was always afraid that 
Mistress Davis might catch her and whip her along with 
accusing her of stealing the ink and pen. Ironically, 
Mistress Davis’s niece, Annie, gave Patsy the writing 
materials and taught her how to read as a joke. When Annie 
and Charles were leaving South Carolina because the war was 
ending, Annie gave Patsy a diary, a pen, and ink as a 
parting gag gift. The joke was that when Annie and her 
brother Charles played school, Patsy was the designated 
dunce. Patsy played the dunce role and accepted the gifts 
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because she knew the joke was really on Annie and Charles, 
who had underestimated her. However, Mistress Davis stopped 
this game because she did not want visitors to think she 
was actually teaching a slave how to read and write, which 
was illegal. Mistress Davis said that teaching slaves to 
read and write “spoils them” (p. 3). It was too late, 
though, because Patsy had already learned. Plus, Annie was 
disobedient and continued to play school, which meant that 
Patsy continued to get better at reading and writing. King 
(1995) described the many ways slave children learned to 
read, and one way was through the tutelage of white 
children. In Patsy’s case, this was a true but unintended 
happenstance.  
Patsy also learned how to read and write by 
eavesdropping on Annie and Charles when their tutor was 
giving lessons in Master Davis’s library. Patsy would dust 
in the library very slowly so that she could listen in on 
the lessons. In her shared living quarters, Patsy found 
little time to practice her reading and writing for fear 
that someone might let her secret slip out. Patsy was 
unable to continue progressing in reading and writing after 
Annie and Charles left the plantation because she was 
required to help the plantation cook, who everyone called 
Cook, for most of each day after that. 
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Patsy also received a good education working with Cook 
learning more advanced methods of cooking, especially how 
to prepare meals without some of the ingredients they were 
accustomed to using before the Civil War started. For 
instance, Cook shows Patsy how to make coffee from sweet 
potatoes. However, education in reading and writing always 
stood out as a priority for Patsy. After the slaves learned 
of their emancipation, some informed Master Davis that they 
would not stay on the plantation unless they got a school 
for the children. Master Davis promised a school among 
other things, and Patsy had high hopes for formal 
schooling. When Master Davis did not follow through on the 
promise of the school and the Freedmen’s Bureau was too 
busy with violent responses from whites such as burning 
down plantation schools, Patsy decided that she could teach 
the children despite all the work the former slaves still 
had to do on the plantation.   
Changes at the Davis Hall Plantation were quite 
evident directly before emancipation. Someone, though it 
was not clear who, poisoned all of Master Davis’s 
bloodhounds and burned down the plantation jail and 
whipping post. To add insult to injury for the Davises, the 
carpenter, blacksmith, and cobbler all left the plantation 
soon after the news of being freed. Interestingly, Cook 
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spread the rumor that the “Yankees won the War,” but the 
slaves had not been officially told that they were free at 
that point. Everyone still worked as if nothing was 
different.  
On April 24, 1865 the Yankee soldiers arrived at Davis 
Hall, and Master Davis had no other option but to inform 
the slaves that they were free and were to be paid wages 
for their work. Also, the soldiers explained that the 
Freedmen’s Bureau provided services to help former slaves 
adjust to their new lives as free people (Hansen, 1997, p. 
14). The next announcement made by the soldiers represented 
the mindset that prompted what Muhammad (2010) and Blackmon 
(2008) described as another mode of slavery and control:  
“You must behave yourselves and work as you are 
accustomed. All field hands must sign a yearly 
work contract. Anyone found roaming about the 
countryside without a job or a place to live will 
be arrested for vagrancy” (Hansen, 1997, p. 14). 
  
The soldiers reiterated that although the slaves were 
“free,” they would be jailed if they did not “work and 
follow the rules,” which indicated that they assumed slaves 
would get into trouble if they were roaming without 
supervision from whites (Hansen, 1997, p. 15). In other 
words, they were told that they would be profiled if not 
under direct supervision from a white person. 
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When Master Davis’s house servant, James, said that he 
heard President Lincoln had been killed, the slaves thought 
that maybe they were not free after all. The negative talk 
about Lincoln that the house slaves heard from Master Davis 
made some of them consider this and other rumors they heard 
of Yankees burning homes and plantations. Patsy had even 
heard Annie and Charles say that Yankees had horns and 
tails, but she did not believe it. (Hansen, 1997, p. 10)  
When the eighty or more slaves at Davis Hill realized 
that they were indeed free, they spoke up about not staying 
at the old plantation unless they got a school and land to 
farm (5 acres). These condition posed a twofold dilemma. On 
one hand, former slaveholders needed help to keep their 
farms going. On the other hand, ex-slaves did not have 
skills to do much more than they were accustomed to doing 
on the plantation as slaves and many did not have any place 
else to go or were reluctant to venture out into the 
unknown. Moreover, the elderly slaves were concerned about 
what would happen to them because they were not able to 
contribute to bringing in a crop. Though Union soldiers 
informed the slaves that elderly could not be forced off 
the plantations, and Master Davis grudgingly agreed to the 
terms his former slaves proposed, the newly freed slaves 
struggled to get follow through on those promises (Hansen, 
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1997, p. 16). Patsy became the heroine of the story when 
she used her literacy skills to begin teaching the 
remaining children on the plantation and started her own 
learning community. 
Hansen’s Obi and Easter trilogy. The Obi and Easter 
trilogy is comprised of three novels: 1) Which Way Freedom? 
(Hansen, 1986), 2) Out from this Place (Hansen, 1988), and 
3) The Heart Calls Home (Hansen, 1999). This trilogy 
depicted the lives of Obi, Easter, and Jason, three young 
slaves on the Jennings Plantation who run away and create 
new destinies for themselves. The Jennings Plantation was 
located in South Carolina, about 30 miles from Charleston, 
but the story culminated on the Sea Islands where Obi and 
other escaped slaves carved out a self-sufficient way of 
life. 
The time frame in which this storyline occurred was 
between July 1861 and January 1, 1870. There was overlap in 
time and events within the three books, particularly in the 
first and second books in which the exploits of both Obi 
and Easter were revealed during the time they were 
separated from each other. In the first book, Obi was about 
16 or 17 years old, Easter was around 13 years old, and 
Jason was age 7 when the story began before their escape in 
1861. Jason was the only one of the three central 
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characters who knew his actual age because he was born on 
the farm (Hansen, 1986, Chapter 2, para. 4, Loc. 114, 
Kindle Paperwhite version). Obi desperately wanted to get 
back to the Sea Islands to find his mother and then escape 
to Mexico. According to Ronnie C. Tyler (1972), Mexico was 
a safe haven for fugitive slaves; and, by 1851, thousands 
of blacks had found refuge there. The failure of the 
Mexican government and the United States to agree on an 
extradition treaty caused a strained relationship between 
the two countries for decades (p. 7-12).  
Obi knew that Easter and he would need to run away 
once he got into a physical confrontation with Master 
Jennings’ brother, Wilson, and at the same time Easter 
learned from Easter that the Jennings planned to sell them 
and the farm to the highest bidder. Obi and Easter escape 
with the help of Buka, the old African originally from the 
Sea Islands who knew Obi’s mother. They made the decision 
to leave Jason behind, but Easter vowed to return for him 
as soon as she was able. They thought Jason might slow them 
down, cry, tell of their plans, or otherwise inadvertently 
put them in danger.  
Their escape plan was eventually driven off-course 
when they were captured by Confederate soldiers; but, 
because the rebels were in need of assistance to build 
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trenches, set up camps, etc., Easter, who was disguised as 
a boy, and Obi delayed their escape to the Sea Islands and 
temporarily worked for rebel soldiers. Eventually, Obi and 
another male slave escaped the Confederates and joined the 
Union army. Easter refused to go with Obi and instead chose 
to return for Jason as promised. In the Union Army, Obi 
served as a soldier with black troops stationed in Fort 
Pillow, Tennessee (Hansen, 1986, Chapter 1, last paragraph, 
Loc. 98, Kindle Paperwhite version). He was around 19 or 20 
years old by that time. 
Book two, Out from this Place (Hansen, 1988) 
chronicled Easter’s escape from the Confederate army and 
her return to the plantation for Jason. Easter escaped with 
Jason and other slaves from the neighboring Phillips 
plantation who were concerned about the change in attitude 
that whites had been displaying against blacks as the tide 
of war began to shift. For Easter’s second escape, she was 
able to provide assistance to the Phillips’ slaves because 
she had already traveled some of the routes on her first 
escape with Obi and Buka. The group of escaped slaves 
finally made it to the Sea Islands and carved out a new 
life. However, Easter was not happy because Obi was not 
with them. He could have been on any one of the islands or 
still on the mainland. Obi could also have been dead for 
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all Easter knew. She held out hope for finding Obi but 
decided that she needed to get on living her own life, too. 
When presented with an opportunity to study at a school in 
Philadelphia, Easter accepted the offer after much 
contemplation. 
The time overlap in book one and book two contained 
events that were happening simultaneously between Obi and 
Easter, including flashback sequences that provided 
background information on how Obi, Easter, and Jason were 
split up. Book one focused primarily on the three 
characters’ lives as slaves, their initial escape, time 
spent at the Confederate camp, and their subsequent split 
when Obi left the camp to find his mother. This trilogy 
also described Obi during training as a black soldier in 
the Union army. Book two featured Easter’s simultaneous 
rescue of Jason and the escape of slaves at the Phillips 
plantation as well as the hardships escapees encountered on 
the Sea Islands as they struggled to work within the 
confines of the U.S. government to create a community on a 
vacated rice plantation called New Canaan. Book three was 
about Obi culminating his service with the Union army after 
the war ended and finding his way to the island that Easter 
inhabited. Obi found out that Easter had gone to 
Philadelphia, but the rest of the New Canaan community 
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welcomed him until Easter returned to run the school that 
was started there. In the interim, Obi and Easter kept in 
touch through letter writing. In the end, the couple was 
reunited and married.  
Patricia McKissack. Patricia McKissack is another 
author who shares a background in teaching with a few of 
the other authors in this study. She taught junior high and 
college English (PBS AETN, n.d. “On the Same Page with 
Patricia McKissack,” para. 2; The Horn Book, n.d. “For the 
McKissacks, Black Is Boundless,” para. 5). She was also an 
editor of children’s books before deciding to write them. 
Patricia McKissack was well-known for writing with her 
husband, Fred McKissack, and the two of them set out 
together to “enlighten, to change attitudes, to set goals, 
to build bridges with books” (PBS AETN, n.d. “On the Same 
Page with Patricia McKissack”, para. 5). The duo wanted to 
change the landscape of children’s stories available about 
black people so that African American children could see 
themselves in books and be more aware of their history and 
culture (WETA, n.d. “An interview with Patricia and 
Fredrick McKissack, Reading Rockets”; NYTimes.com, 
“Fredrick L. McKissack, Children’s Book Author, Dies at 
73,” n.d., para. 4). Many of the books by the McKissacks 
are nonfiction informational or biographical, such as 
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Christmas in the Big House, Christmas in the Quarters 
(1993), which required extensive research that included 
traveling to the Tidewater area in Virginia, visiting 
plantations and slave cabins, and learning about the work, 
foods, and customs of the slaves who lived there 
(“Children’s Literature - Meet Patricia McKissack,” n.d., 
para. 3; Read.gov - Library of Congress, “Fredrick and 
Patricia McKissack ,” n.d., para. 7). Enough research was 
gathered from Christmas in the Big House, Christmas in the 
Quarters (1993) that Patricia was also able to also use the 
information to write A Picture of Freedom: The Diary of 
Clotee, A Slave Girl, Belmont Plantation, Virginia, 1859 
(1997) (para. 4).  
Unfortunately, Fred McKissack died in spring 2013 of 
congestive heart failure (NYTimes.com, “Fredrick L. 
McKissack, Children’s Book Author, Dies at 73,” n.d.). His 
legacy of partnering with his wife to write rich children’s 
books about African American history will last in the form 
of well-stocked libraries of their work for many years to 
come. It is my hope that Patricia McKissack will continue 
to fill the gap of stories about the African American 
experience – past and present. 
A Picture of Freedom. A Picture of Freedom: The Diary 
of Clotee, a Slave Girl, Belmont Plantation, Virginia 1859 
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(McKissack, 1997) is a book in the Dear America series in 
which McKissack portrayed the life of a 12-year old slave 
girl growing up on the Belmont Plantation in Virginia in 
1859, right before the Civil War began. The Dear America 
series employs a diary, or journal, format to its 
narratives; and, in this particular book, Clotee’s ability 
to read and write was explained in the first journal entry 
dated March 1859. (McKissack, 1997, p. 8).  
As Miz Lilly’s mistress, one of the jobs Clotee had 
was to fan her and her son, William, during his study time 
to keep them cool. The result was that Clotee inadvertently 
learned to read better than mas’ William because of her 
time spent overhearing and watching his studies while she 
fanned him. She sometimes feigned sleepiness so that Miz 
Lilly would yell at her to move closer and fan faster 
(McKissack, 1997, p. 20). This allowed Clotee to see mas’ 
William’s lessons easier. Clotee was aware of the 
consequences if her secret reading ability were ever 
revealed or discovered, and she hoped that she would not 
get caught writing in or hiding her diary in the hollow of 
a tree located near the Big House. The diary was meaningful 
to Clotee because the words she wrote helped her get a 
mental image of freedom: one of the very reasons white 
slave owners did not want slaves to learn to read or write 
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(King, 1995). Clotee squeezed in time to write between 
chores, particularly on mornings before helping Aunt Tee in 
the kitchen. The time spent with her own thoughts was a 
form of quiet resistance to Mas’ Henley “owning” her but 
not being able to tell her what to think (McKissack, 1997, 
p. 5).  
It was not uncommon for slaves to learn things and 
obtain literacy skills by eavesdropping on their masters 
(Williams, 2005, Loc. 168, Kindle Paperwhite version). A 
variety of clandestine ways in which slaves learned to read 
and write existed, while sometimes slave masters – usually 
their wives or children – might purposely teach a favored 
slave or two to read (Genovese, 1972, p. 563). In Clotee’s 
case, eavesdropping on her young master’s lessons was her 
road to literacy. Slave owners knew full well that educated 
slaves were a danger to them – to their control and power 
(King, 1995). Thus, to ease their fears, whites enacted 
laws to prohibit slaves from learning to read and write 
(Genovese, 1972, p. 561). To criminalize literacy for 
blacks was strong indication that whites made a connection 
between “black literacy and black resistance” (Williams, 
2005, Loc. 235, Kindle Paperwhite version). In Clotee’s 
case, literacy was the gateway to having a vision of 
freedom. Armed with the ability to read and write meant 
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that any master who owned her body could not own her mind 
and thus could not tell her what or how to think.  
Though Aunt Tee believed that Clotee was lucky to be 
selected to work in the Big House, Clotee did not 
understand how being under the watchful eye of the master, 
the mistress, and their child was considered lucky. Fox-
Genovese (1988, p. 152) reported that slave girls between 
the ages of six and twelve could be recruited to work in 
the Big House. Serving as “nurses”, or caretakers, to the 
mistress or the mistress’s daughter(s), female house slaves 
were often asked to sleep on the floor at the foot of their 
mistress’ bed to be on call at all times (p. 152).  
In addition to preparation of daily meals for the 
Henley family, Aunt Tee and Clotee washed, ironed, cleaned, 
and performed other household tasks (McKissack, 1997, p. 
16; King, 1995, p. 27, Kindle Paperwhite version). Aunt Tee 
was also the plantation midwife and began to apprentice 
Clotee in learning about certain medicinal mixtures 
(McKissack, 1997, p. 9-10). She also solicited help from 
Clotee to plant vegetables in the house garden so that they 
would have food in summer and early fall (p. 10).  
Sundays and religious holidays like Easter were rare 
times in which many slaves had a brief reprieve from the 
backbreaking work typical on a Virginia tobacco plantation 
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such as Mas’ Henley’s (Genovese, 1972, p. 576). As a house 
slave, Clotee only experienced a few hours of down time on 
Sunday morning and again Sunday evening “after the last 
meal is served” (McKissack, 1997, p. 15). For the Easter 
holiday, Rufus, a male field slave, preached a sermon and 
led the slaves in song under the watchful eye of the master 
(p. 12-13). Clotee did not display behaviors that would 
characterize her as particularly religious; but, she was 
respectful, participatory, and appreciative of the 
religious observances the slaves were allowed. Later, she 
started to wonder if Rufus’ songs had another meaning. 
Genovese (1972) indicated that black preachers during 
slavery learned to preach subversive sermons right under 
the noses of observing white masters or delegates of the 
master who had a “low cultural level” (p. 266). In other 
words, the white observers lacked the ability to detect the 
subversive nature of the sermon. Likewise, the hymns and 
spirituals sung by the slaves in the invisible church could 
serve as secret communication with references to freedom 
and deliverance in the lyrics (Blassingame, 1972, p. 139, 
141). In the end, Rufus and his family attempted an escape 
but were tragically unsuccessful.  
Relationships on the Belmont Plantation were 
contentious overall and had the added complexity that 
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enslavement, power, colorism, violence and the threat of 
violence, male – female courtships, forced marriages, etc. 
can bring to a relationship. Clotee’s two “friends” were 
Missy and Wook, ages fifteen and sixteen respectively. Both 
of these girls lived in the Quarters, which made it more 
difficult for Clotee to see them often (McKissack, 1997, p. 
10); thus, Missy and Wook began to develop a closer 
relationship with each than with Clotee who was also 3-4 
years their junior (McKissack, 1997, p. 8-9). There was 
contention between Missy and Clotee because Missy assumed 
Clotee thought she was better because she worked in the Big 
House.  
After Wook got married, Aunt Tee warned Clotee that 
girls should not mingle with [married] women (McKissack, 
1997, p. 39). Clotee missed her mother who was sold off by 
Mas’ Henley when Clotee was just a baby. This was a way to 
hurt Miz Lilly, to whom Clotee’s mother belonged. Ever 
since her mother had been sold, Clotee was cared for by 
Aunt Tee and Uncle Heb. When a newly purchased slave girl 
named Spicy arrived to the plantation, Clotee hoped that 
trust would not be an issue because she knew that Miz Lilly 
was prone to using bribery to coax slaves into tattling 
about happenings amongst the other slaves (McKissack, 1997, 
p. 15). Yet, something in the hard working yet clumsy new 
  204	  
slave girl’s eyes made Clotee wonder what story was behind 
them (p. 16). Spicy initially reacted fearfully and 
aggressively to things that the rest of the slaves found 
harmless, such as comments someone might make in jest. 
Spicy’s reactions added to the relational distance that 
already existed between the new slave girl and the other 
slaves at first. For example, when Hince, one of the male 
slaves who worked the stables, playfully teased Spicy about 
her name, she reacted in a surprisingly violent way and 
hurled the insult, “You half-white dog” (p. 23). The 
ensuing altercation led to a discussion between Clotee and 
Uncle Heb about skin color amongst slaves (p. 24). Before 
long, though, Clotee and Spicy become fast friends by 
sharing past hurts and a common experience through their 
enslavement.  
Storytelling was an important part of the bonding in 
general relationships amongst the women slaves (McKissack, 
1997, p. 73), and Clotee learned things about her mother by 
listening to some of their stories. King (1995) described 
storytelling as “one of the oldest forms of amusement in 
which slaves told about their African childhoods or how 
they were stolen by white slave traders and brought to 
America (p. 56). Clotee also shared in quilting with Spicy, 
which further solidified their friendship. 
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Positive relationships with Mas’ Henley were non-
existent. He treated the slaves like children and looked at 
them as property and did not interact with them unless he 
needed to bark orders or initiate some undeserved 
punishment such as the beating that Uncle Heb received when 
young mas’ William was maimed after riding Dancer, the 
family’s prized racing horse. Ultimately, Uncle Heb died 
from the beating, and Aunt Tee was removed from her post in 
the Big House as the main cook to live in the Quarters, 
leaving Clotee virtually parentless again.  
Miz Lilly also had a mean streak and slapped, whipped, 
and berated the slaves if she felt it necessary. However, 
she tried to “sweet talk” certain slaves into telling her 
the happenings amongst the slave community. Genovese (1988) 
discussed the idea of mistresses offering inducements to 
house slaves as bribery in the form of “food, clothing, and 
privileges”(Chapter 3, para. 41, Loc. 3211, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). Miz Lilly resorted to giving gifts in 
exchange for information, but Clotee knew better. Later, 
when Clotee’s friend, Missy, was moved to the Big House 
with her mother, Miz Lilly was able to turn her into her 
spy. Due to this betrayal, the friendship between Missy and 
Clotee slowly disintegrated.  
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The time slaves shared together in A Picture of 
Freedom (McKissack, 1997) was mainly work-related; however, 
there were times in which the slave women quilted together 
and when they listened to stories told in the oral 
tradition. One example of this was when Uncle Heb and Aunt 
Tee told the story of how they got married (p. 25). This 
preserved the family history, which for slaves was rarely 
written down. This story revealed that Mas’ Henley forced 
Uncle Heb and Aunt Tee to marry; however, love between the 
two of them grew strong over the years. Wook’s marriage to 
Lee, another plantation slave, was an arranged one as well, 
but she and her husband did not truly love each other. Mas’ 
Henley rationalization for the forced marriage of Wook and 
Lee was that they would make strong babies (pp. 41 & 91). 
Clotee did not know her exact birthdate, but she 
closely estimated when she was born. Aunt Tee and Uncle 
Heb, Clotee’s surrogate parents, celebrated her “birthday” 
with small handcrafted gifts and a tiny cake made from 
scraps held back from the cake baked for the Henley family 
(McKissack, 1997, p. 21-22). In a sense, this gesture of 
gift giving and celebrating was a form of resistance. 
Slaves needed to be careful, however. When Hince, Mas’ 
Henley’s stable boy who wins him big money horse racing, 
bought small gifts for Aunt Tee, Clotee, and Spicy (p. 104) 
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from his winnings earned by using his eating money to bet 
on himself in a horse race, Mas’ Henley whipped him and 
vowed never to give him any more eating money when he was 
out on future racing trips (p. 105). 
Resistance measures enacted by slaves on the Henley 
Plantation included learning to read and write, stealing 
scraps of food while cooking, and running away (McKissack, 
1997, p. 30). Consequently, the threat of bodily harm to 
the slaves was a real threat. The smallest slip-up could 
send Mas’ Henley or Miz Lilly into a violent retort. When 
Spicy accidently broke a vase, Miz Lilly gave her ten 
whacks across the back with a large tree switch. Aunt Tee 
used salves on her wounds, and Clotee was horrified at the 
old scars that exposed Spicy’s numerous previous beatings. 
Spicy was purposely clumsy at a dinner serving soon after 
her beating by Miz Lilly as a way to get sent to the fields 
and away from the constant threat of future beatings, but 
her plan did not work. When Miz Lilly interfered in the 
kitchen demanding what and how she wanted dinner prepared, 
Aunt Tee nodded accordingly but cooked to Mas’ Henley’s 
tastes regardless (p. 34). At Belmont, Aggie gave birth; 
and, because of Aunt Tee, Mas’ Henley allowed one week 
before requiring her to return to the fields (p. 41).  
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Using songs to get out feelings and send messages was 
common among slaves (McKissack, 1997, pp. 110 & 113), but 
arguably the most blatant form of resistance was for a 
slave to run away, which was many times punishable by death 
(p. 112) as was the case with Rufus, the plantation 
“preacher”, and his family when they tried to escape 
Belmont. Slaves could be shot, dismembered, lynched, or 
torn to shreds by the dogs that hunted them (Franklin & 
Schweninger, 1999). Slave owners restricted slaves in a 
variety of ways to discourage them from running away. For 
example, Mas’ did not allow his slaves to learn how to 
swim; otherwise, they would no longer be afraid of water 
barriers (e.g. rivers) and would be more apt to run away 
(McKissack, 1997, p. 24; p. 129). Slaves who could not swim 
might also drown if they could not swim and were trying to 
escape via a water route. Mas’ Henley had other rules for 
slaves that forbade them to gather for fear they were 
plotting against him (p. 113). To maintain the power 
differential, slaves were not supposed to look Mas’ or 
Missus (or any white person) in the eye (p. 68).  
When riders came through Belmont looking for an 
abolitionist, Clotee yearned to learn more about what an 
abolitionist was. Listening to conversations between Mas’ 
Henley and his gambling friend, Graves, Clotee overheard 
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talk of secession and the possibility of a presidential 
candidate who might be an abolitionist (McKissack, 1997, p. 
42-43). The more observant Clotee was, the more she learned 
about abolitionists. When a tutor was hired for William 
named Mr. Harms, he seemed a bit odd. When Mr. Harms found 
out that Clotee and Spicy had a common hiding place for 
their diary and Bible, respectively, suspicions grew 
stronger when he did not report them to the Mas’ Henley or 
Miz Lilly. Later, Clotee found out that Mr. Harms was 
secretly working to free slaves.  
Clotee was introspective, observant, and smart. 
Throughout the course of the story, she matured from a 
somewhat naïve little girl into a quick-thinking young 
woman for 12-years-old. Clotee was portrayed as courageous 
in conceiving a plan to save Mr. Harms when he was 
discovered to be an abolitionist, and she partnered with 
him to serve as a conductor on the Underground Railroad and 
to teach other slaves how to read and write. She took 
agency in her own life by making the choice to stay at the 
Belmont Plantation, helping other slaves escape, until she 
finally decided to leave (McKissack, 1997, p. 168-169). 
McKissack represented the transformation Clotee made from 
spring 1859 to spring 1860 in a triumphant manner. The more 
Clotee learned academically through listening to young mas’ 
  210	  
William’s lessons, the more she thought independently. The 
more she thought independently, the more her behavior 
changed and she began to take action and make decisions for 
herself – even under the cruel and watchful eye of her 
slave owners. The more she took action, the freer she 
became until finally she pictured “freedom” in a way she 
never understood before. Through this new vision, Clotee 
helped others picture freedom as well. 
Jerdine Nolen. Another educator and Chicago native, 
Jerdine Nolen is known for her many picture books. Her 
first novel for young people was Eliza’s Freedom Road 
(2011), historical fiction written in diary form. As a 
child, Jerdine said that she always loved to hear her 
family tell stories; and, she loved words so much that she 
used to collect them on index cards (The Brown Bookshelf, 
n.d.-a, “Jerdine Nolen”).  
Nolen’s love of stories and words transferred to her 
character, Eliza, in Eliza’s Freedom Road (2011). Eliza 
kept a diary of her experiences as a slave in Virginia as 
well as her escape to freedom from Maryland to St. 
Catherines, Canada. Interspersed throughout the book were 
stories that her mother used to tell – stories related to 
the quilt her mother left her that had embedded messages to 
help lead Eliza to freedom. In a video interview on her 
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official website, Nolen wrote this story to “parallel 
Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales” where each character was 
able to tell a story that helped to progress the plot 
(“Eliza’s Freedom Road - The Official Website of Jerdine 
Nolen,” n.d.). Nolen wanted to tell the story of what might 
happen if Eliza were documenting her journey, or road, to 
freedom. Nolen stated that there was so much information 
and her research could have gone on indefinitely. To 
research, Nolen used the Smithsonian Library and the 
Library of Congress to obtain primary sources, and she 
compared her research process to dropping a pebble in water 
and it rippling out (“Eliza’s Freedom Road «  The Official 
Website of Jerdine Nolen,” n.d.). Nolen has written other 
books since Eliza’s Freedom Road (2011) and loves being a 
writer (The Brown Bookshelf,” n.d.-a, “Jerdine Nolen”). In 
an online interview with The Brown Bookshelf, Nolen stated, 
“Stories help us examine and shape the world we live in. 
Stories give us hopeful answers and insights to questions 
no one person can answer on their own — stories help us 
share our lives (The Brown Bookshelf, n.d.-a). This 
sentiment was certainly the case in Eliza’s Freedom Road 
(Nolen, 2011). 
Eliza’s Freedom Road. Jerdine Nolen’s novel started 
1854 and began in Alexandria, Virginia on a tobacco 
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plantation. Eliza, the protagonist, was a 12-year old slave 
who mainly served as the personal servant of the mistress, 
who was gravely ill. Eliza described Mistress as being kind 
before her illness. Sometimes, Eliza worked in the kitchen 
where she loved to be near Abbey, the cook for Mistress. 
Because Eliza never knew her father and her mother was sold 
away, Abbey acted as a surrogate mother. Eliza loved her 
dearly. Abbey had delivered her as a baby and been a close 
friend to her mother. Mistress took ill soon after Sir sold 
Eliza’s mother unexpectedly. Supposedly, the shock of 
losing Eliza’s mother who had been her personal slave was 
too stressful for Mistress. 
Before Eliza’s mother was sold, she taught Eliza about 
plants and what to do if she was ever lost in the woods 
(Nolen, 2011, Chapter – Life with Abbey in Virginia, 
Wednesday, February 15, 1854 Alexandria, Virginia section, 
para. 2, Loc. 87, Kindle Paperwhite version). Abbey taught 
Eliza about herbs and plants, too, and how to create 
healing remedies for ailments. Eliza also learned to read 
and write from Mistress and how to tell stories from her 
mother. Her mother passed down a quilt as a keepsake for 
Eliza. Each panel on the quilt was attached to one of the 
stories Eliza’s mother had told her. These were stories 
that now Eliza could tell using her story quilt to guide 
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her (Thursday, April 6, 1854, Alexandria, Virginia section, 
para 1 & 2, Loc. 181, Kindle Paperwhite version). Abbey 
enjoyed listening to Eliza speak and commented that she 
spoke “so much like our mistress” (Friday, June 9, 1854, 
Alexandria, Virginia section, para. 1, Loc. 311, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). In other words, Abbey thought Eliza 
spoke like an educated white person and commented, “Your 
mother would be proud to know you are growing into a fine-
sounding lady” (Loc. 311).  
Eliza feared Sir, and his behavior toward her was 
unpredictable. Sir even began to treat Mistress badly 
during her illness. Sir cussed and yelled, threatened and 
intimidated, and his mood seemed to always be vexed. Sir 
believed wholeheartedly in enforcing the Fugitive Slave Law 
and held his slaves to strict rules. For example, he did 
not allow slaves to have pockets, and they also were not 
allowed to swim, which was similar to the restrictions Mas’ 
Henley placed on his slaves in A Picture of Freedom 
(McKissack, 1997). When Eliza was scheduled to travel with 
Mistress to Maryland, Sir made Mistress give her “an itchy 
Woolsey sack dress” to mark her as a slave (Nolen, 2011, 
Loc. 326, Kindle Paperwhite version). 
Sir would sell slaves as punishment or as he saw fit, 
even if they had children or other family members that were 
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left behind. And, he had a slave pin to hold slaves as they 
waited to be sold (Loc. 110). When Sir sold Eliza’s mother, 
he had tricked her by making her go to the store with 
Ezekiel, which was something she had never been asked to 
do. When she returned, her mother was gone. Abbey expressed 
her contempt for Sir’s actions: 
That day, Abbey said Sir is not for truth. He 
speaks lies. He separates us and sells us away 
when he says he will not. Abbey said Sir is the 
worst of a master (Loc. 116). 
 
Eliza wrote in a diary daily. She and Mistress defied 
Sir and the law that made it illegal for a slave to know 
how to read and write. Because of her illness and failing 
eyesight, Mistress required Eliza to read to her from the 
Bible and from the newspaper. This is how Eliza later 
learned about Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet Beecher Stowe, 
the version that was first printed in the newspaper before 
it became a novel. Eliza loved all of the opportunities she 
was provided to read; but she was keenly aware that if Sir 
ever found out about her abilities, then her life would be 
in jeopardy. Mistress required Eliza to read from the Bible 
so much that she had memorized passages of it and could 
recite them to Mistress by heart. Prayers and stories Eliza 
learned from the Bible and had taken to heart were the same 
stories that gave her and other escape slaves strength 
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during their travels along the Underground Railroad. This 
was the ultimate act of resistance for Eliza – to run away.  
Eliza’s chance to escape came when she accompanied 
Mistress to Baltimore, Maryland, to visit her sister, 
Mistress Susan. After sneaking away from Mistress Susan’s 
house to attend Meeting Day with the slaves there, she ran 
into a woman named Harriet Tubman in the woods who sang a 
song with a secret message. Other slaves, such as Old Joe, 
spoke messages to Eliza that hinted for her to escape with 
some of them. When Eliza witnessed the downward spiral of 
her mistress’ health and the impending future with Sir, she 
decided that she would not return to Sir and instead 
escaped. With the fear of patrollers and slave catchers and 
after many stops along the Underground Railroad at Friends 
of Friends stations, or safe houses, Eliza finally made it 
to St. Catherines, Canada with the unexpected surprise of 
being reunited with her mother. 
Andrea D. Pinkney. As a New York Times best-selling 
author and winner of numerous awards for children and young 
adult books she has written, Andrea Davis Pinkney is part 
of a dynasty of African American authors and illustrators 
in the field of children’s books (Library of Congress, 
n.d., “National Book Festival - Andrea Davis Pinkney”; 
Shenandoah University, 2014, School of Education and Human 
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Development - “Andrea Davis Pinkney Biography,” para. 1; 
USATODAY.com, 2010, “For Jerry Pinkney’s Bunch, Books Bind 
a Literary Dynasty”). Pinkney, Vice President of Scholastic 
Trade and Editor-at-Large, was awarded the 2014 May Hill 
Arbuthnot Honor Lecture recognized by the Association for 
Library Service to Children (ALSC) “for her significant 
contributions to literature for young people provided 
through a body of work that brings a deeper understanding 
of African American heritage” (American Library 
Association, n.d., “2014 May Hill Arbuthnot Honor Lecture”; 
Scholastic, Inc., 2014, “About Scholastic - Press 
Release”).  
Pinkney originally aspired to be a magazine writer and 
was senior editor for Essence magazine before becoming a 
children’s book author (Regents of the University of 
Minnesota, 2009, “Andrea Davis Pinkney  : Voices From the 
Gaps  : University of Minnesota,” para. 2). Like Patricia 
McKissack, Pinkney has collaborated on many book projects 
with her husband and award-winning children’s illustrator, 
Brian Pinkney (Library of Congress, n.d., “National Book 
Festival - Andrea Davis Pinkney”). Like many of the authors 
whose work is featured in this study, Pinkney wanted to 
address the “lack of African-American literature geared 
toward and available to children” (Regents of the 
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University of Minnesota, 2009, “Andrea Davis Pinkney  : 
Voices From the Gaps  : University of Minnesota,” para. 4). 
She writes books that reflect the cultural heritage and 
achievements of blacks in order for children to learn that 
intelligence and hard work can result in success even in 
the face of adversity (para. 5). 
One of Pinkney’s favorite children’s books is Elijah 
of Buxton by Christopher Paul Curtis (Library of Congress, 
n.d., “National Book Festival - Andrea Davis Pinkney”). 
Like Christopher Paul Curtis and other authors in this 
study, Pinkney delves deeply into research for her non-
fiction and historical books (Library of Congress, n.d., 
“National Book Festival - Andrea Davis Pinkney”.) Her 
research skills were evident in the storyline for her book, 
Silent Thunder (1999). 
Silent Thunder. Silent Thunder (1999) is a coming-of-
age story intended for readers between ages 9-12 and 
appropriate for middle school readers (Regents of the 
University of Minnesota, 2009, “Andrea Davis Pinkney  : 
Voices From the Gaps  : University of Minnesota,” para. 12; 
Bell, n.d., “Multicultural Children’s Literature,” para. 
9). Summer and Rosco, a sister and brother during the early 
part of the Civil War in 1862, grapple with their hopes and 
dreams being squelched under the oppression of slavery 
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(Librarypoint, n.d., “In Step with Andrea Davis Pinkney”). 
It is this theme of dashed dreams and hopes for which the 
title of the book relates: “the urgent need of enslaved 
children to (and adults) to suppress their own desires and 
thoughts” (PWxyz, n.d., “Children’s Book Review”). An 
excerpt from the book demonstrates the suppression and 
oppression that slaves felt at the Parnell Plantation in 
Virginia: 
“Silent thunder is desire, longing,” Thea 
explained. “You can’t hear it, or see it, but you 
can sure fell [sic] it, roaring up in you, 
calling you ahead. It’s when you want something 
so bad that even your bones know it.” 
I was nodding fast as Thea’s words. She was 
describing what I was feeling each time I even 
thought [sic] about learning to read. And now I 
had the words for it: Silent thunder. (Pinkney, 
1999, Chapter 7, Loc. 655, Kindle Paperwhite 
version). 
 
Summer, the eleven-year-old protagonist and her 
thirteen-year-old brother, Rosco, had hopes and dreams for 
their future, and they knew that reading and writing was 
key to that future. Rosco had learned to read by attending 
to young Master Lowell during his tutoring lessons from 
miss Rose McCracken unbeknownst to Master Gideon Parnell. 
He stole a page from Lowell’s writing tablet to practice 
his letters. Rosco, in turn, taught Summer how to read as a 
birthday gift. Rosco’s ability to read led to him learning 
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about the Emancipation Proclamation and fueled his desire, 
or silent thunder, for fighting for freedom.  
Connie Porter. Connie Porter was born in 1959 in New 
York. She grew up one of nine children raised in a housing 
project (Houghton Mifflin Company, 2014, “Reader’s Guide 
for All-Bright Court and Imani All Mine”). In an online 
interview, Porter identified herself as a black female 
writer and did not express concern that identifying herself 
as such would pigeonhole her. She said that racism and 
sexism were what could pigeonhole a writer, not describing 
oneself as a black woman (Houghton Mifflin Company, 2014, 
“Reader’s Guide for All-Bright Court and Imani All Mine”).  
Porter loved reading stories about girls as a child; 
but as her reading interests matured, she had a preference 
for works by black authors such as Nikki Giovanni, Maya 
Angelou, and Ralph Ellison (Houghton Mifflin Company, 2014, 
“Reader’s Guide for All-Bright Court and Imani All Mine”). 
By age 14, Porter was writing thanks to her parents gifting 
her with a typewriter (Kidsread.com, n.d., “Connie 
Porter”). 
Porter earned an English degree from Albany State in 
New York and a master’s degree in creative writing from 
Louisiana State University (Children’s Literature, 1999, 
“Meet Connie Porter”). She taught high school for four 
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years (Kidsread.com, n.d., “Connie Porter”) and also taught 
creative writing at Emerson College and Southern Illinois 
University at Carbondale (Hedblad, 2002, p. 156-159). 
Porter explained that her biggest challenge when 
writing the Addy books was explaining slavery to young 
readers while keeping the story entertaining to read 
(Kidsread.com, n.d., “Connie Porter”). To research for the 
Addy books, Porter “traveled to Philadelphia and visited 
lots of museum exhibits” (Kidsread.com, n.d.). She also 
collaborated with a panel of historians that served as an 
advisory board for the content of the Addy books 
(Kidsread.com, n.d.). 
Porter enjoyed visiting schools to talk about the Addy 
books as a way to promote the importance of being connected 
to one’s past and bring history to life through Addy 
(Kidsread.com, n.d.). Porter attributed the Addy books to 
her opportunity “to give a voice to someone who would not 
have had a voice in her own time,” and she had her 
ancestors in mind as she told Addy’s story (Kidsread.com, 
n.d.). Porter “wanted children to see African-American 
people as part of strong, loving families, caught up in 
slavery, doing what they had to do to survive” (Children’s 
Literature, 1999, “Meet Connie Porter”). 
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Addy® Collection. The Addy® books are a collection of 
six books in the American Girl® series that focus on a 
slave girl named Addy who was living on a tobacco 
plantation in North Carolina during the Civil War. In the 
first book, Addy and her mother escaped to freedom in 
Philadelphia on the Underground Railroad. The remainder of 
the first book and the subsequent five books took place in 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. The six books in the series 
are:  
(1) Meet Addy (Porter, 1993a) 
(2) Addy Learns a Lesson (Porter, 1993b) 
(3) Addy’s Surprise (Porter, 1993c) 
(4) Happy Birthday, Addy! (Porter, 1994a) 
(5) Addy Saves the Day (Porter, 1994b) 
(6) Changes for Addy (Porter, 1994c) 
An important section of each Addy® book is called “A 
Peek Into the Past” in which the author provides the 
historical backdrop of the story. This section contains 
supplemental historical information for readers using text, 
illustrations, photographs, and captions. A map was also 
included in this section of the first book.  
Addy’s story took place over the course of about a 
year, from 1864-1865. Addy Walker was the nine-year-old 
protagonist. Her family did not specifically identify as a 
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particular ethnicity; however, they referred to their 
slaveholders as white people. Thus, it is safe to assume 
that the Walker family considered themselves to be black 
people. In the “Peek into the Past” sections of the books, 
reference was made to blacks/black people or African 
Americans. The term colored or Negro was not used, and 
there was no reference to mixed racial heritage in Addy’s 
family. Addy’s immediate family consisted of Momma, Poppa, 
her older brother Sam, and her baby sister Esther. They 
were strongly bonded, and it was particularly heart 
wrenching when Poppa and Sam were sold in chapter 2 of the 
first book. This made it all the more joyous when the 
family was fully reunited by the end of the series in book 
six.  
The focus in the first Addy® book was on the strong 
family relationships that existed amongst the immediate 
members of the Walker family and somewhat on the 
relationships of the extended Walker family with Auntie 
Lula and Uncle Solomon, the plantation cook and her 
husband. There was a brief depiction of the master-slave 
relationship between the Walkers and Master Stevens as a 
negative experience with white people. Addy and her family 
were treated harshly at the Stevens plantation. Porter 
depicted a variety of ways in which Addy was abused. First, 
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there was always the fear that she or another family member 
would be sold, which her brother and father eventually 
were. When Sam and Poppa were being taken away after Master 
Stevens sold them, Addy ran to hug her father. When she 
would not let go of her father as commanded by Master 
Stevens, he lashed her with the whip (p. 21, book one). 
Another way of mistreating slaves was to use an overseer to 
“keep them in line” and make sure they worked to the 
master’s expectations. For example, the overseer on the 
Stevens plantation was cruel to Addy when she was not fast 
enough at deworming the tobacco crop. As punishment, he 
stuffed her mouth with the worms and made her eat them 
(Porter, 1993a, p. 22-23).  
Miss Caroline represented a brief but positive 
experience with white people. Her home was a station on the 
Underground Railroad. She helped Momma and Addy escape 
north. Thus, the main form of resistance that Addy and her 
family demonstrated in revolt to their condition was to 
escape their oppressors. Addy and Momma exhibit agency in 
using this as a form of retaliation for the selling of Sam 
and Poppa. Unfortunately, they had to leave baby Esther 
behind with Aunt Lulu and Uncle Solomon because her crying 
might have alerted slave catchers. On the arduous journey, 
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other conductors on the Underground Railroad, like Miss 
Caroline, help Addy and Momma get to freedom. 
The language spoken by Addy and her family seemed a 
bit modern in syntax and grammar with the exception of the 
omission of certain linking verbs. For example, instead of 
saying “You are going to the field,” Addy or her family 
members might say, “You going to the field,” which is not 
unlike contemporary uses of Black English. 
By book two, titled Addy Learns a Lesson (Porter, 
1993b), Addy and Momma arrived in Philadelphia and were 
free, but they still had hardships to overcome in their new 
life and hoped to reunite with their other family members 
soon. This book was the story of how Addy and her mother 
settled into their new lives. Part of this new life 
included schooling where Addy began learning how to read 
and write. She attended the Sixth Street School (p. 20), 
and her teacher was Miss Dunn. Addy’s new friend, Sarah, 
was willing to help tutor her. On page 24 of book two, Addy 
expressed gratitude and happiness to have finally learned 
how to write her own name. 
The back matter in the “Peek into the Past” section of 
Addy Learns a Lesson (Porter, 1993b) discussed the laws 
that made it illegal for blacks to read or write and how 
harsh penalties were established to punish whites who were 
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caught teaching them; however, some blacks learned to read 
despite this law (p. 65). Porter also included background 
on the schooling in Philadelphia that Addy would have 
received, which likely comprised “reading, writing, 
spelling, grammar, geography, arithmetic, and sometimes 
American history” (p. 66). Education, specifically learning 
to read and write, was important to blacks because it was 
connected to real freedom. 
Religion was a part of Addy’s life, particularly in 
Philadelphia where church was a place in which to worship 
as well as a location for learning about current events and 
holding programs and events. In 1786, a free black man 
named Richard Allen arrived in Philadelphia. He was a 
Methodist preacher who worked with Absalom Jones to form “a 
separate black religious society” (Johnson, Smith, & the 
WGBH Series Research Team, 1998, p. 231-232). Although 
Jones, an Episcopalian, founded St. Thomas Church, Allen 
never let go of the idea that “the Methodist faith was the 
best choice for blacks” (p. 248). The beginning of the 
black church was based on a noble cause. As blacks realized 
that they would never be considered fully viable members of 
society, they collaborated to “protect themselves from 
economic and physical attack” (p. 275). Part of this 
collaborative effort involved building churches as 
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“cornerstones and support systems” of the black community. 
In 1816, the Pennsylvania Supreme Court recognized the 
African Methodist Episcopal (AME) denomination as legally 
independent; and, Bethel Church, with Richard Allen as its 
first bishop, became a focal point of the black community 
in Philadelphia (p. 276). The growth of the black church 
continued and extended from Allen’s vision. Book five of 
the series titled Addy Saves the Day (Porter, 1994b) was 
set around a huge fundraising project that the church was 
sponsoring to help people affected by the Civil War. It was 
an opportunity for Addy and others in that church to 
connect their religious beliefs to service.   
Background on the creation of the Addy® Books. Story 
(2002) studied the Pleasant Company’s American Girl® 
Collection in her dissertation under the direction of Joel 
Taxel. Story used a feminist, post-structural approach to 
analyze the gender behaviors of the female characters and 
the way in which the company used the texts as 
advertisement/ marketing for the related products, which 
Story said positioned girls as consumers and had the 
potential to shape their identities as girls (pp. 118 & 
203-205). Connie Porter, author of the Addy® series, and 
Story discussed the fact that an advisory board of experts 
in black history and multicultural literature was consulted 
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in the initial creation of the story line, book 
illustrations, and product ideas for Addy (p. 13 & 113).  
The Addy® Advisory Board included the following 
members: Dr. Violet J. Harris, educator at the University 
of Illinois in Urbana-Champaign and specialist in 
multicultural literature; Dr. Wilma King, historian and 
expert on slavery in the United States (women and girls in 
slavery); Ms. June Powell, who was Chief of Education at 
the National Afro American Museum and Cultural Center in 
Wilberforce, Ohio; Mr. Lonnie Bunch, founding director of 
the National Museum of African American History and 
Culture; Mr. Spencer Crew, history professor specializing 
in African American history and currently serving as a 
Robinson Professor at George Mason University; Ms. Janet 
Sims-Wood, historian, publisher, and reference librarian; 
and, Ms. Cheryl Chisholm, who was the director of the Third 
World Film Festival in Atlanta, Georgia (Story, 2002, p. 13 
footnote; Brown, 2012, para. 6; The History Makers, 2012; 
George Mason University, 2013).  
Brady wrote about the controversy over illustrations 
for the Addy® series that resulted in the resignation of 
Melodye Rosales, illustrator of the first three Addy® 
books, because she felt that the company wanted smiling 
slaves and less depressing images for children (as cited in 
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Story, 2002, p. 7). Story posited that the perspective on 
the marketing of the Addy® products by Pleasant Company was 
an attempt to “appear to be endorsing cultural diversity 
while safely containing it, all the while increasing the 
bottom-line,” which was to earn a profit (p. 24).  
While I appreciated Pleasant Company’s American Girl® 
Collection for making girls visible in history and 
understood that the company was in business to make money, 
I was concerned about the fact that the only African 
American girl in the American Girl® Collection at that time 
was a slave. I wondered why there could not also have been 
a “Meet Denise” from the 1960s related to the Civil Rights 
Era, “Meet Shante” from the 1980s, or “Meet Monica” for the 
1990s that featured an African-American girl. I wondered 
why it seemed that most of the female representatives of 
history – past and present – were white? Story (2002) 
shared that her research into the American Girl® dynasty 
pointed to the fact that “the predominant racial image of 
American Girls is white” (p. 132). On a smaller scale, I 
worried that children reading the Addy® series might think 
that people of color were relevant only from the standpoint 
of a particular time in history: the era in which blacks 
were enslaved, for example.  
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The company added more diverse characters to the 
American Girl® series since they began the popular series: 
Josefina®, “a girl living in colonial New Mexico during the 
opening of the Santa Fe Trail”; Kaya®, “a Nez Perce girl 
growing up in 1764”; and Cècile™, representing free people 
of color in New Orleans (American Girl®, 2013a). Cècile™ is 
a partnered with Marie-Grace™ in the American Girl® series 
as “two girls reaching across boundaries to form a 
friendship in New Orleans in 1853” during an outbreak of 
Yellow Fever (American Girl®, 2013b).  
Story (2002) revealed that there was widespread debate 
about the introduction of the Addy® character in 1993 and 
that “respected members of the African-American community 
were divided in their reactions to her” (p. 113). Part of 
the debate centered on the clothing choices for Addy®, with 
some people thinking she was too well dressed for a slave; 
others noted that Addy® obtained freedom early in the 
series; and, some “wondered why a doll from an era such as 
the Harlem Renaissance was not chosen” (p. 113). For 
instance, Eloise Greenfield reportedly expressed that the 
Addy books did not fit well with the stories in other 
American Girl® collections and that it was stereotypical to 
“continually go back to that period” (slavery) in 
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comparison to a character like Kirsten® whose mother was 
having a baby (p. 114).  
Overall, the Addy® series was well received, and 
Connie Porter along with acclaimed author, Virginia 
Hamilton, defended the use of the slave era as a historical 
backdrop for the series (Story, 2002, p. 113-114). In a 
discussion with Dr. Violet J. Harris, she concurred with 
Porter and Hamilton and explained that the Addy® Advisory 
Board members were “adamant that the story of the 
enslavement of black/African girls had to be made known and 
told/written as oppositional text” (personal communication, 
May 20, 2013).  
The Addy books challenged traditional depictions about 
slavery in books for children that presented narratives 
about loyal, happy, and docile slaves that were content 
with their enslaved state. This depiction, which provided a 
glimpse into the pain and anguish of slavery, counters 
representations in other popular and award-winning 
children’s books such as Amos Fortune, Free Man (Yates, 
1950) and The Slave Dancer (Fox, 1973) as well as perennial 
favorites for adults such as Gone with the Wind (Mitchell, 
1936).  
Jacqueline Woodson. As a proclaimed feminist and 
member of the LGBTQ community, Woodson’s work definitely 
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represents a wide range of perspectives, topics, and 
experiences (Elliott, 2011 July 28, “Writing Children’s 
Books While Black and Feminist”). She has written picture 
books, stories for middle grade readers, and young adult 
fiction (WETA Reading Rockets, n.d., “Transcript from an 
Interview with Jacqueline Woodson,” section “The Basics,” 
para. 1). Born in Columbus Ohio, Woodson knew she wanted to 
be a writer from the time she was seven years old. She grew 
up in Greenville, South Carolina and Brooklyn, New York. 
Later, she earned a B.A. in English.  
According to a video interview on Reading Rockets 
(WETA, n.d., “Reading Rockets - Meet the Author: Jacqueline 
Woodson”), Woodson knew she wanted more information about 
her family heritage as her grandmother began getting older. 
Woodson would hear snippets about family members, but no 
one ever talked with her about her genealogy. She wanted to 
be able to share her family history with her own child(ren) 
someday. Sadly, Woodson’s grandmother died four months 
before she gave birth to her daughter, Toshi. Once she had 
Toshi, Woodson said that she knew she wanted to tell the 
story of the maternal line of her family. She traveled to 
visit older family members to collect information about her 
family that helped her pen the award winning book Show Way 
(2005). When asked why she wrote this book, Woodson stated, 
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“After my grandmother died and my daughter was born, I 
wanted to figure out a way to hold on to all the amazing 
history in our family. I wanted a Show Way for my own 
daughter” (Jacquelinewoodson.com, 2000-2014, “Books I’ve 
Written: Picture Books,” section “Show Way,” para. 4).  
Show Way. From page one, the journey and legacy from 
slavery to current day for one family was shared based on 
the experiences of the girls and women in this lineage. The 
cover of the book is a montage of muted images of slaves 
and slave experiences connected as if in a patchwork quilt. 
These images, mainly of women slaves, include Harriet 
Tubman, Sojourner Truth, slaves working, slave owners 
whipping slaves, and general pictures of slaves. Even the 
title of the book is made of letters that look stitched 
into the background quilt montage. A unique feature of the 
cover is the cut-out above the title that is shaped like a 
square section of a quilt. Part of the illustration that 
shows through the cut-out is a black female in a worn dress 
holding up a candle against a bright colored background. 
The cover art served as a door into what the book was 
about, yet it also communicated that there was a light at 
the end of the bleakness that slavery presented to Africans 
and African Americans living in the United States at that 
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time; it was symbolic of our ancestors showing us the way 
to a life that we are currently able to live in America. 
Only one date was included in the text of this book, 
and that was the year 1863. Events happen a couple of 
generations before that date and after that date through 
the generations of women in Woodson’s family to the present 
day. On the first page of this fictionalized version of 
Woodson’s picture book genealogy, her grandmother Soonie’s 
great-grandmother was sold from her parents as a little 
girl from an unnamed Virginia plantation to one in South 
Carolina. All she had from her parents was muslin, two 
needles, and red thread. It is not stated, but readers will 
sense that the little girl had no choice but to be brave as 
she embarked on a new life of bondage away from her loved 
ones. Soonie’s great-grandmother was unnamed and no age was 
given for any of the females in the lineage. 
The second page described new family connections 
Soonie’s great-grandmother made being raised by Big Mama on 
the South Carolina plantation. Big Mama, an older slave 
woman, was relegated to caring for all the small slave 
children until they are able to work in either the field or 
the Big House because she was no longer able to function in 
the field or in the Big House. Present day African 
Americans typically have a Big Mama (Donald Crews Big 
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Mama’s) or a madea, who is a matriarchal figure in the 
family. Woodson’s Big Mama is portrayed as being the 
caretaker and the storyteller. In her storytelling to the 
children, Big Mama secretly embedded tales of freedom. Big 
Mama taught Soonie’s great-grandmother to sew in the small 
spaces of respite from slave work, also embedding secret 
messages threaded in stars, moons, and roads that will 
someday lead them and other escaping slaves to freedom. 
Several pages show Soonie’s great-grandmother grown up 
and “jumping the broom.” She has a daughter named Mathis 
May who she taught to sew in the way she once learned from 
Big Mama. Consecutive pages focus on Mathis May, Soonie’s 
grandmother. In these pages Mathis May was sold away by age 
seven, and she, too, took a piece of muslin and thread but 
also a little piece of her mama’s blanket to remember her 
by. With her sewing skills, Mathis May made clothes for all 
the inhabitants of the Big House as well as the slaves. But 
her real talent was using her sewing skills to make a Show 
Way. And, it was on these pages that the cover art gained 
new meaning. The show way was a quilt in which the patch 
patterns provided secret directions to freedom.  
Mathis May grew up to marry another slave by jumping 
the broom. Her husband was killed after he ran off with the 
Union army, and he never met his daughter who was born free 
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in 1863 after the Emancipation Proclamation. Woodson did 
not have a name for her, and the story continued with the 
birth of Soonie. As a free black, Soonie continued to live 
on the land “they’d always known” (p. 21 unnumbered, 2nd 
sentence) where it is implied that her family worked as 
sharecroppers, which was slightly better than slavery.  
Soonie kept sewing quilts and was able to sell her 
beautiful work to make a little money, but she also sewed 
to remember the history from which she came. Soonie married 
a man named Walter Scott who owned a bit of land in South 
Carolina and had a girl name Georgiana who grew up to be a 
teacher. Georgiana had twins named Caroline and Ann who 
grew up during the Civil Rights Era and retained the 
strength of their mother and mother’s mother in the midst 
of racial turmoil. Ann became a poet and Caroline became an 
artist. Fitting of Woodson, Ann the poet is her mother. The 
final pages related to the heritage Woodson inherited, 
particularly for reading and writing and how she still 
continues the family legacy with her own kind of show way 
of stories/books she writes along with her plans to hand 
that legacy to her daughter to continue the heritage of 
connections through family history. The end page features a 
picture of a segment of quilt that contains the pictures of 
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each generation of the women highlighted in Woodson’s 
ancestry. 
Historical Fiction about Slavery for Middle-Level Readers 
by African American Male Authors  
Christopher Paul Curtis. Some critics have hailed 
Curtis as one of “the most critically praised writers of 
the twenty-first century” (Krstovic, 2012, p.1), and his 
body of work “offers rich stories of historical fiction 
that trace major points in African American history through 
the voices of child protagonists” (Krstovic, 2012, p. 2). 
He is also considered among the most prominent children’s 
authors because he has won almost every literary award for 
children’s books that is possible in the United States and 
Canada (Krstovic, 2012, p. 3). 
Curtis did not become a writer until he was in his 
forties. He started writing while working the assembly line 
at a car factory in Flint, a job he hated (Reading Rockets, 
2013b; Random House, 1995-2011b). He also went to school 
part-time at the University of Michigan and eventually 
earned a B.A. in political science (Hedblad, 2013, p. 58). 
He took a year off work to write his first novel, The 
Watsons Go to Birmingham – 1963 (1995), which won a Coretta 
Scott King Honor and a Newbery Honor. His second book was 
Bud, Not Buddy (1999) and was the first book ever to win 
  237	  
both a Coretta Scott King Author Award and a Newbery Award 
in the same year (Hedblad, 2003, p. 46; Random House, 1995-
2011a). 
One of the real enjoyments of telling a story for 
Curtis is that he never knows where the story might take 
him when he starts writing a new novel; he lets the 
characters guide him (Reading Rockets, 2013a). His writing 
style mixes history and humor to motivate children to read, 
and he blends challenging themes with positive themes of 
hope and optimism (Hedblad, 2003, p. 46).  
Curtis enjoys writing about historical things and had 
a desire to write about slavery, thus the idea for Elijah 
of Buxton (2007) was conceived; the story came to him very 
easily, and he completed it in about six months (Reading 
Rockets, 2013d). The setting for Elijah of Buxton was an 
actual location settled in 1849, and about two hundred 
ancestors of the original Buxton settlers still live there 
(Reading Rockets, 2013d; Krstovic, 2012, p. 41). Curtis 
believes that it is impossible to write from a slave’s 
point of view, and stated, “I don’t think any of us can put 
ourselves in the mind of a person who has been so 
dehumanized and debased, so I couldn’t find a way to get it 
into the story” (Krstovic, 2012 p. 43; Scholastic 2013a). 
Inspired by Toni Morrison’s work Beloved (1987), Curtis 
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found a way to write about slavery from the periphery by 
using main characters that were free (Krstovic, 2012, p. 
43). Curtis was careful not to make his male protagonist 
superheroic, and he felt it would have been disrespectful 
to those who had been slaves to write as if a child could 
easily save the day (p. 43).  
In an interview, Curtis said that during school visits 
girls would often ask him about why he had not written a 
book about a girl; and, he admitted that he had been afraid 
to write using the voice of a girl because he did not know 
if he could do it (Read Write Think, 2013 January 14). 
Curtis decided that he should approach a story about a girl 
in the same way that he approached stories he wrote about 
boys – to let the character come to him and guide the 
storyline (Read Write Think, 2013 January 14). From this 
new standpoint, Curtis wrote The Mighty Miss Malone 
(Curtis, 2012), a book with a twelve-year-old, black, 
female protagonist growing up in Gary, Indiana, during the 
Great Depression. Consequently, it was apparent in Elijah 
of Buxton (2007) that Curtis had not yet come to the 
realization that he could approach writing for girls in the 
same way he approached writing for boys. 
Elijah of Buxton (Curtis, 2007). Elijah of Buxton 
(Curtis, 2007) is the story of an eleven-year old 
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protagonist named Elijah who was the first-born free black 
child in the Buxton settlement. Throughout his community, 
Elijah was known for vomiting on Frederick Douglass. In 
this coming-of-age novel Elijah transformed from a naïve 
and gullible boy who was easily duped into believing in 
nonexistent hoop snakes to a brave, young man who risked 
his freedom to catch a thief that stole money from his 
friend who was saving to purchase his family out of 
slavery. In trying to retrieve Mr. Leroy’s money, Elijah 
was confronted with the cruel truth of slavery in the 
United States. Through all of Elijah’s adventures, there 
were many interesting male characters: his best friend, 
Cooter; the cunning Right Reverend Doctor Zephariah 
Connerly the Third (or The Preacher); Mr. Segee; Mr. 
Travis; Mr. Leroy; Sammy; Mr. Alston; MaWee (a white 
classmate of Elijah’s) and the real MaWee (a black boy who 
cleaned the cages and did the dirty work for the Madam 
Sabbar Show as a slave/servant for Sir Charles, owner of a 
traveling carnival). At the end of his journey, Elijah 
learned a powerful lesson about courage, friendship, and 
freedom. 
Though the protagonist of the story, Elijah, is male, 
I selected this book because it was the catalyst for this 
study. His female nemesis, Emma, was born in the settlement 
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six days after Elijah and was the first freeborn female 
child in Buxton. It was the portrayals of Emma and the lack 
of a strong female voice in this story that helped me 
formulate my research questions for this study. 
The Buxton settlement was founded in 1849 (PBS, 1995-
2013, “The Elgin Settlement/The Buxton Mission”). Elijah, 
the protagonist of the story, was the first freeborn child 
of Buxton. Elijah is eleven years old in this story. Thus, 
the time period was around 1860, on the cusp of the Civil 
War in the United States. The Buxton settlement was near 
Chatham, Ontario in Canada, a location that was a refuge 
for blacks entering Canada trying to escape slavery (PBS, 
1995-2013, “The Elgin Settlement/The Buxton Mission”). This 
particular location was about 40 miles from Detroit, 
Michigan, just north of the Canadian border (Krstovic, 
2012, p. 41).  
Canada was a major destination for runaways, due 
greatly to the passing of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 
(Bennett, 1982, p. 182-18; Franklin, 1988, p. 172). Many 
northern states had abolished slavery by the time of the 
Constitutional Convention of 1787, and southern fears that 
slaves would escape north resulted in the passing of the 
Fugitive Slave Act of 1793, making it illegal to harbor 
fugitive slaves or aid them in eluding arrest (Bennett, 
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1982, p. 449; History.com, 1996-2013a, “Fugitive Slave 
Acts: Background”).  
The idea of Canada as a safe haven is an important 
aspect of Elijah of Buxton (Curtis, 2007), yet the 
precarious nature of freedom for any black at that time due 
to the Fugitive Slave Law was established in chapter four 
titled “Kidnappers and Slavers.” In this chapter, word 
reached the settlement that two American slavers were on 
their way to Buxton. The Buxton School first evacuated 
white students and Indian students. Then, armed black men 
stood guard outside the school, and the black children were 
instructed to remain quiet and wait to be called so that 
they could be taken home in groups of four (p. 53-63).  
Some slavers took liberties with the Fugitive Slave 
Law and kidnapped blacks who were free (Fradin & Fradin, 
2012). Regardless of the possible dangers of slavers, 
Canada was largely opposed to the Fugitive Slave Act of 
1850 and publicly debated the issue (Black History Canada, 
n.d., “February-May 1851: Canadians React to Fugitive Slave 
Act”). As more blacks filtered into Canada, sympathizers 
for the abolitionist movement grew and formed committees 
and organizations, and on February 26, 1851 the Anti-
Slavery Society of Canada was formed (Black History Canada, 
n.d., “26 February 1851: Formation of Canadian Anti-Slavery 
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Society”). Canadian settlements for free blacks and escaped 
slaves started, and Buxton was one of them. Also called the 
Elgin settlement, Reverend William King, a white 
Presbyterian minister, started the community believing that 
“blacks could function successfully in a working society if 
given the same educational opportunities as white children” 
(Buxton National Historic Site & Museum, 2012, “The Elgin 
Settlement,” para. 4). 
The inhabitants of the Buxton settlement were free; 
however, many members of the community had been slaves. 
Elijah’s mother was an escaped slave. As a slave, her role 
was mainly as caretaker and “pet” to her mistress, the 
master’s daughter (Curtis, 2007, p. 206).  The community as 
a whole acted as a large family, but Elijah’s immediate 
family was influential. Elijah’s Ma and Pa were characters 
that provided care and guidance to him. Ma was often giving 
Elijah life advice about not being so gullible or acting so 
fragile, or babyish, for his age; or, she was sending him 
to do chores. Initially, the story did not provide much 
background about Ma except that she was afraid of “toady-
frogs,” she liked to knit, and she could cook (e.g. fry 
fish) and bake pies. Much of the time Elijah referred to 
advice one of his parents had given him, but he did not 
know his grandparents because Ma was an escaped slave. 
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Not biologically related to Elijah, Mr. Leroy was a 
character who embodied the importance of family. He worked 
hard in the Buxton settlement to earn money that he was 
saving to purchase his family out of slavery. He worked at 
clearing the land for Mrs. Hilton, a wealthy black woman 
who had escaped to freedom with her two daughters (and the 
master’s gold), but she had to leave her husband behind. 
When Mr. Leroy had cleared all of her land, Mrs. Hilton 
paid him handsomely, and he finally had enough to buy his 
family. Unfortunately, The Preacher stole his money, but 
Mr. Leroy’s dedication to his family was admirable and 
demonstrated that free blacks wanted other family members 
to live in freedom as well. 
As a community-oriented settlement based on the way 
Reverend King purposefully organized it, relationships at 
the settlement were positive and supportive. However, the 
portrayal of the relationship between Emma and Elijah was 
continually problematic. As the only female child character 
featured in the story, most discussion about her from 
Elijah and Cooter was negative. Emma was mentioned close to 
75 times in the story but primarily in derogatory 
descriptions.  
In the scene in which staff and students at the school 
were alerted about American slavers in the Buxton area,  
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all of the black students were supposed to sit quietly to 
wait for instructions about being taken home in groups of 
four. One of the boys in a group, who was talking, made the 
comment that if Emma had not already left, she would have 
been a tattle-tell about them talking (Curtis, 2007, p. 
56). Emma was brought up again negatively in the 
conversation amongst boys when Cooter, Elijah’s best friend 
(p. 3 & 25), teased Philip Wise about the fact that even 
Emma beat him being born; Philip was the third freeborn 
child in Buxton (p. 57). Subsequently, Emma was again 
portrayed as a tattle-tell in class when Cooter thought 
that Mr. Travis’ lesson on “Familiarity breeds contempt” 
really meant “family breeding contest”: 
He [Cooter] said, “And I don’t care what happens, 
sir, I ain’t gonna breathe a word to no one if 
you teaches us ‘bout that [family breeding 
contests]. But look at them there girls, you know 
Emma Collins is gonna snitch!” 
He [Mr. Travis] told Emma, “Miss Collins, 
read what I’ve written on that blackboard!” 
Emma jumped up like she sat on a tack and said, 
“Sir, it says, ‘Familiarity breeds contempt,’ 
sir.” Then Emma started in with her bawling. 
Me and Cooter both were surprised at this. 
Not ‘bout Emma bawling, that girl’ll cry if you 
ask her what’s two and two. We were surprised 
that Emma Collins, being as smart and fra-gile as 
she is, would be brave enough to call them words 
out right in front of everyone! (Curtis, 2007, p. 
83). 
 
Comments made by Cooter or Elijah constantly portrayed Emma 
as a tattler and someone always looking to get the boys in 
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trouble (Curtis, 2007, p. 149; 152-153). The constant 
degradation of Emma did not move the story forward or serve 
a purpose for the plot. Chapter 11 was dedicated to Emma 
and established her as the person the Buxton settlers 
depend on to welcome newly escaped slaves. However, Emma 
was also portrayed as a crybaby in this chapter. Elijah’s 
narration says: “That’s why after we’d tried a slew of 
other things, we found the best way to welcome new-free 
folks to the Settlement was to use that crying little brat, 
Emma Collins” (p. 156). Even the one shining moment Emma 
had in the book was diminished by further assault on her 
character. In the same chapter, Emma was brought to the 
area in which Elijah, his Pa, and Cooter noticed the 
escaped slaves hiding behind trees. Emma spoke to everyone 
including the mule, which perturbed Elijah:  
That’s one of the reasons don’t no one like Emma, 
she thought it was funny to speak to a mule afore 
she spoke to me. Just like Phillip Wise, she 
ain’t never got over that I was the first child 
born free in Buxton. Ma and Emma’s ma were in a 
race to see who was gonna be firstborn and Emma 
didn’t come out until six days after me. Since me 
and Ma won that race, Emma’s always let the sin 
of envy choke her heart” (Curtis, 2007, p. 157). 
 
Throughout the story, Elijah called Emma as a snitch, a 
crybaby, fragile, envious, and “not the least bit 
respectable”. Curtis does not develop relationships between 
Emma and any of the characters, and there were not 
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depictions to counter her negative portrayal, nor was 
justification provided for the comments made about her. Due 
to the fact that Emma’s character was underdeveloped, the 
behavior she displayed in the story did not warrant the 
negative depictions. The one saving grace Emma had in the 
story was that she was the best at welcoming newly free 
blacks, but even that positive contribution was discounted 
and countered with a negative personality trait. 
 Conversely, the relationship between Elijah and 
Cooter, his best friend, developed quickly as the two of 
them were involved in naïve and mischievous schemes and 
adventures. The opening chapter showed the two friends 
duped by The Preacher, who scared them with stories of hoop 
snakes that bite and make your body explode. Elijah and 
Cooter also conspired to prank Elijah’s mother with a 
toady-frog. In the story, Elijah also developed 
relationships with other characters, like Mr. Leroy, who 
taught him a huge lesson about the ills of slavery.  
Elijah, Emma, Cooter, and the other school age 
children received a quality education at the Buxton 
Settlement. In addition to education being an important 
aspect of life in the Elgin settlement, church was also a 
significant part of the Buxton community in the novel and 
in the actual locale. Residents were expected to attend 
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Sunday services, but this was not overstated in the story. 
There were several references in the story about God, 
church, and the Sabbath. It was clearly an expected part of 
living in the settlement, and Reverend King, the man who 
established the settlement, preached the Sunday sermons 
unless he was away on business. Elijah thought the church 
services were long and boring (Curtis, 2007, p. 201, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). Mr. Travis, the “regular” 
schoolteacher, was also the Sabbath schoolteacher. In 
addition to worship service, the church was a gathering 
place for the community members to have general meetings, 
which they used when trying to plan what to do about the 
thieving and murderous Right Reverend Deacon Doctor 
Zephariah Connerly the Third (p. 252-253, Kindle Paperwhite 
version). 
Sexual experiences of female slaves were alluded to 
but not directly part of the plot. The first hint of forced 
sexual relations, which most likely referred to breeding 
practices used by plantation owners, was when Mr. Leroy 
revealed that “they” called his wife a nigger while taking 
her “to another man for his own” (Curtis, 2007, p. 98). 
This statement could have meant that Mr. Leroy’s wife was 
forced to have sexual relations with another male slave to 
breed children, or it could be referring to a white master 
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or overseer who sometimes took liberties with female 
slaves. The exact situation was not clear, but some sexual 
impropriety occurred in this situation.  
Curtis illustrated the kind of treatment slaves 
received in the scene in which Mr. Leroy reprimanded Elijah 
about attempting to casually use the word ‘nigger’ to 
describe black people. Mr. Leroy backhanded Elijah in the 
mouth and gave him a serious lecture: 
He said, “What you think they call me whilst they 
was doing this?” 
He opened the front of his shirt and showed 
me where a big square with a letter T in the 
middle of it was branded into him. The scar was 
raised up and shiny and was real plain to see 
even if there waren’t no moonlight atall. 
“What you think they call me?” (Curtis, 
2007, p. 97) 
 
This portion of Mr. Leroy’s lecture also related to 
identity. I interpreted it as a challenge to Elijah to 
think about who he was and what heritage he was benefitting 
from. Mr. Leroy wanted Elijah to realize that he was 
perpetuating slave thinking by utilizing the word to refer 
to others who looked like him and shared his culture 
(Kennedy, 2002). It was slave thinking that Mr. Leroy 
wanted Elijah to know precipitated the ability of another 
slave to inflict cruelty and violence against him: 
“How you gunn call them children in that 
school and you’self that name them white folks 
down home calls us? Has you lost your natural 
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mind? You wants to be like one n’em? You wants to 
be keeping they hate alive?” (Curtis, 2007, p. 
98). 
I begged him, “Mr. Leroy, sir, please! I 
ain’t white! Please don’t hit me no more!” 
(Curtis, 2007, p. 98). 
He said, “White person? You thinking this 
here’s ‘bout some white person? Look at this. 
Look!” (Curtis, 2007, p. 98). 
He was showing me where his littlest finger 
on his left hand use to be. He was pointing at 
all that was left there, a little stump. (Curtis, 
2007, p. 98-99). 
He said, “Who you think it was cut my finger 
off? Who? (Curtis, 2007, p. 99). 
He said, “A slave, that’s who. And the whole 
time he slashing and stabbing at me trying to cut 
my throat, what name he calling me? What name? 
(Curtis, 2007, p. 99). 
 
Mr. Leroy wanted Elijah to understand that his casual 
use of the word nigger was reminiscent of immaturity and 
not seeing the big picture. Asim (2007) discussed the idea 
that contemporary artists and entertainers have been guilty 
of using the word nigger without inhibition, neglecting “to 
acknowledge the word’s origin in white supremacy” (Chapter 
13, p. 164, Loc. 2289, Kindle Paperwhite version). Asim 
alluded to the fact that term nigger elicits certain images 
of African Americans in our society today, and he even went 
on to use Black Entertainment Television (BET) as a prime 
example of how Robert Johnson obtained wealth and fame by 
largely perpetuating stereotypical and demeaning images of 
blacks, particularly black women; thus, programming viewers 
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to swallow the poison – as Curtis portrayed in this 
excerpt:  
He said, “You thinks just ‘cause that word come 
out from twixt your black lips it mean anything 
different? You think it ain’t choke up with the 
same kind of hate and disrespect it has when they 
say it? You caint see it be even worst when you 
call it out?  
I told him, “Sir, I only said it ‘cause I 
hear lots of children say it” (Curtis, 2007, p. 
99). 
“That just shows you done swallowed they 
poison. And swallowed it whole.” (Curtis, 2007, 
p. 99) 
“Y’all young folks gotta understand that’s a 
name what ain’t never called with nothing but 
hate. That ain’t nothing but a word them slavers 
done chained us with and if God’s just, and I 
know he is, one day it gunn be buried right ‘long 
with the last one of ‘em…” (Curtis, 2007, p. 
100). 
 
This significant passage exemplified not only the physical 
brutality but also the psychological impact that constant 
dehumanization had on the slaves, particularly the ones who 
participated in the physical abuse of their fellow slaves. 
Another passage provided a general idea of the treatment of 
slaves when thinking like a grown person started to make 
sense to Elijah. He thought to himself: 
Pa’s always telling me how being in America is 
unbelievably hard for slaves. He says it seems 
don’t no one get out of America without paying 
some terrible cost, without something bad done 
permanent to ‘em, without having something cut 
off of ‘em or burnt into ‘em or et [sic] up 
inside of ‘em. (Curtis, 2007, p. 179). 
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The treatment slaves endured was alluded to when Mrs. 
Holton received a letter from America about her husband. 
Mr. and Mrs. Holton and their two daughters were escaping 
from slavery when Mr. Holton got sick and was captured, but 
Mrs. Holton and the girls made it through (Curtis, 2007, p. 
72). The letter from the United States did not get to Mrs. 
Holton until about a year later, and it informed her that 
John Holton had been recaptured and made an example for 
running away and stealing gold from his captors. That part 
of the letter was worded, “Mr. Tillman exacted punishment 
so severe that due to the rigors of the march home, John’s 
body could not endure and he went to the loving arms of our 
Savior” (Curtis, 2007, p. 196, Kindle Paperwhite version). 
Mrs. Holton understood that he had been brutally murdered 
by his captors. 
In another scene, Curtis hinted at the abuse Elijah’s 
mother received as a slave. It was revealed when Ma told 
the story about gaining her freedom. Around age eleven or 
twelve Ma was forced to travel to Detroit for the summer 
with the mistress and her daughter, Missy, without prior 
notification to Ma’s mother. On that trip, Ma learned that 
where they had been while visiting Detroit was very close 
to Canada. Upon return from Detroit three months later, the 
mistress backhanded Ma for asking to see her mother instead 
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of continuing to tend to Missy’s needs. However, the 
mistress gave her fifteen minutes to visit with her mother 
before she had to be back to Missy. When Ma told her mother 
how close they had been to Canada on their visit to 
Detroit, Ma’s mother slapped her down for not trying to 
escape to freedom when she had the chance. The next time 
the mistress and Missy took Ma to Detroit, she escaped 
(Curtis, 2007, p. 205-211). 
The formation of the settlement in Canada was a solid 
act of resistance to slavery. Slaves ran away to the north 
(U.S.) and Canada to escape the cruel institution. Even 
Harriet Tubman, probably the most well-known conductor on 
the Underground Railroad who helped hundreds of slaves 
escape to the north, preferred to take slaves all the way 
to Canada out of mistrust for the United States government 
after the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 was passed (Franklin, 
1988, p. 172). At the Buxton Settlement, ringing of the 
Liberty Bell was a tradition to welcome new blacks that 
arrived (Curtis, 2007, “Author’s Note”). 
The ringing of the Liberty Bell had special 
meaning for the Buxton community. Elijah and the 
other children have been taught the history and 
importance of the Liberty Bell. Elijah narrates 
information about the how and where Buxton 
acquired this monument: 
The Liberty Bell ain’t no regular schoolhouse 
bell. It’s a five-hundred pound bell that came 
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all the way from America. Not nowhere as close as 
Michigan, America, neither. It’s from a city 
called Pittsburgh, far, far down in the United 
States. And we didn’t have to pay nothing for it, 
it was gave to us by other folks that use to be 
slaves. 
 It took ‘em a whole bunch of years, but they 
saved up every penny they could and had the 
Liberty Bell make then sent all the way to 
Canada. And these were poor folks, too, but they 
were so proud of us that they didn’t mind doing 
without some things so’s we could have the bell. 
They wanted it to be something that we’d always 
hear and see to remind folks in Buxto that 
prayers from America were always riding ‘longside 
us. 
 They even had the words writ onto the bell 
so’s we’d never forget who gave it to us. It 
said, PRESENTED TO REVEREND KING BY THE COLORED 
INHABITANTS OF PITTSBURGH FOR THE ACADEMY AT 
RALEIGH CANADA WEST. LET FREEDOM RING! (Curtis, 
2007, p. 170, Kindle Paperwhite version). 
 
Curtis (2007) explained in the “Author’s Note” that the 
five hundred pound brass Liberty Bell was housed in a 
church that was sold in the 1920s and enclosed in a tower 
never seen by anyone again. The Canadian government donated 
funds to have a replica built, which is available for 
visitors to see at the Buxton National Historic Site and 
Museum. Curtis encourages all readers to visit this 
historic site to learn more about this part of our 
country’s history. 
Julius Lester. Julius Lester has a prolific and 
compelling collection of children’s and young adult books 
that tackle slavery. His corpus of work includes short 
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stories, historical fiction, traditional literature, 
nonfiction, and picture books, many relating to slavery. 
Each of Lester’s books in this study is unique in its 
approach to historical fiction. Rather than a traditional 
novel written in prose containing a straightforward 
narrative, Lester chose two different ways to connect 
readers with history. Long Journey Home (Lester, 1972) and 
This Strange New Feeling (Lester, 1982) each contains a 
series of short stories based on historical incidents and 
historical facts for which Lester has “taken liberties and 
added details of character and setting consistent with the 
period, as well as creating additional characters in some 
instances” (Lester, 1972, “Forward”). Many of these short 
stories focus on the black male experience in slavery, 
however. 
This Strange New Feeling (Lester, 1982) differed from 
Long Journey Home (Lester, 1972) in that the former is a 
set of three love stories from black history while the 
latter is labeled “Stories from Black History.” Day of 
Tears (Lester, 2005) is, as the subtitle indicates, a novel 
in dialogue. Essentially, it is written as a play or script 
with parenthetical information about the characters’ 
thoughts and actions.   
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According to Scholastic.com (2013), Lester was born in 
St. Louis, MO, but moved to Kansas at age two. He grew up 
in Nashville, Tennessee as a teen while spending summers in 
Arkansas with his grandmother (section “Bio,” para. 1). 
Lester earned a Bachelor of Arts degree in English from 
Fisk University in 1960, and shortly after he became 
involved in the Civil Rights Movement (section “Bio,” para. 
2). He wanted to be a musician, and for a while he worked 
in radio, television, and photography. Lester initially 
wrote books for adults but then found a new direction for 
his career when his publisher suggested that he write for 
children (section “Bio,” para. 4). He took his publisher’s 
advice and wrote To Be a Slave (Lester, 1968), which won 
the 1969 Newbery Honor Award and was a collection of 
narratives by ex-slaves in their own words.  
 Professor emeritus since his retirement in 2003 (The 
Brown Bookshelf, n.d.-b, “Julius Lester,” para. 2), Lester 
began teaching Afro-American Studies at the University of 
Massachusetts at Amherst in 1971; and, by 1988 he was also 
teaching in Judaic Studies (University of Massachusetts 
Amherst, 2006, section “Julius Lester, professor emeritus,” 
para. 1). That same year he published a memoir titled 
Lovesong: Becoming a Jew (1988). Lester converted to 
Judaism in 1982; he claimed that there was no rational 
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explanation for it, but after he found out that his great 
grandfather was a Germanic Jew, he later began studying the 
religion (Grubin, n.d., section “Introduction,” video clip 
2 on Julius Lester). In a 2007 interview with American 
Jewish Life Magazine, he was questioned about one of the 
statements he made in his book Lovesong (1988) in which he 
wrote, “I am no longer deceived by the black face which 
stares at me from the mirror. I am a Jew” (as quoted in 
Pilcher, 2007 January/February, para. 3). Lester explained 
that he purposely meant to shock the reader with this 
statement and make the point that one’s identities are not 
solely bound by skin color (Pilcher, 2007 January/February, 
para. 4).  
Regardless of his religious beliefs, Lester has always 
been committed to writing about the black experience in 
America. He has written several books about the slave 
experience aside from the ones highlighted in this study, 
which include the 1969 Newbery Honor Book, To Be a Slave 
(1968), From Slaveship to Freedom (1998), and The Old 
African (2005). Lester credits his own family history and 
the history of blacks in America as the inspiration for 
many of his books and he has been quoted as saying, 
“Sometimes I feel like there are all these spirits of 
blacks inside me, people who never had the opportunity to 
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tell their stories, and they have chosen me to be their 
voice” (Houghton Mifflin Reading, n.d., para. 2). Lester’s 
interest in slavery stems from the fact that three of his 
great-grandparents had been slaves. As a result, Lester 
wanted to communicate their humanity. He imagined what it 
must have been like for slaves and wanted to study more 
about slavery in America. Lester writes to answer his own 
questions, satisfy his own curiosity, and explore the 
aspects of history that have meaning for him 
(Scholastic.com, 2013, para. 4 & 5).  
Day of Tears (Lester, 2005) is a fictionalized account 
of an actual event. Day of Tears (Lester, 2005) is based 
upon “The Weeping Time” of March 1859 known as the largest 
slave auction in United States history, which took place in 
Savannah, Georgia at a large horseracing track (Public 
Broadcasting System, 1998a, section “The Weeping Time,” 
para. 1). The Public Broadcasting System website (1998a, 
section “The Weeping Time,” para. 1) listed 1857 as the 
year for this auction, but Lester’s own Author Notes cite 
1859 as the year of this horrific event (Lester, 2005, p. 
172). Other online sources corroborated that the year was 
1859. Most convincing were The Library of Congress (2010) 
webpage and a photo on the Georgia Info website (2012) 
where there is a picture of an historical marker erected by 
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the Georgia Historical Society and the City of Savannah. 
The historical marker described The Weeping Time as taking 
place March 2-3, 1859. This sad moment in history took 
place after Pierce Butler and his brother John inherited 
their father’s grand plantation with over 900 slaves. 
Pierce Butler lost most of his fortunes, ended up with a 
large amount of debt, and had to sell over 400 slaves: his 
portion of the inheritance (Public Broadcasting System, 
1998a, section “The Weeping Time”).  
Lester’s rendition of The Weeping Time is aptly titled 
Day of Tears, because during the two-day slave auction, a 
hard rain fell on the horse track from the start of the 
auction through the conclusion of the auction. It was 
reported that as abruptly as the downfall of rain began, it 
culminated “soon after the last slave was sold” (Public 
Broadcasting System, n.d.). Lester (2005) opened Day of 
Tears with a dialogue between two main characters, Mattie 
and Will, a couple who served as two of Butler’s house 
slaves. Mattie and Will recount their personal experiences 
on these two auction days from the perspectives of working 
in the Butler kitchen and actually accompanying Master 
Butler to the slave auction as manservant, respectively.  
Though the story mainly took place at the Butler 
Plantation in Georgia, the drama unfolded at the slave 
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auction in Savannah, Georgia when Emma was surprisingly 
sold to a woman from Kentucky. The story is told through 
the lines of the script but also through the interludes 
with the characters in their old age as they “flashback” to 
the time of the auction and reveals their innermost 
thoughts about what was happening on the Butler plantation 
and with the auction at that time. Three of the six 
principal characters were female slaves. Lester revealed 
female slave experiences mainly through Mattie and Emma. 
Mattie was the cook, the housekeeper, and the wife of Will, 
Butler’s personal manservant. Emma was their twelve-year-
old daughter.  
The experiences of most of the six slaves who were the 
principal characters in Day of Tears were intriguing. 
Interestingly, Rebecca, a runaway slave, was listed as a 
principle character, yet she had no lines and was spoken of 
by Mattie in reference to her running away with George, 
another slave. Rebecca and George run away from the 
plantation before the slave auction and were not recaptured 
by Butler’s men and their slave-hunting dogs. Through 
Mattie’s and Emma’s dialogue with other characters and the 
interludes interjected at pivotal points in the story, 
Lester revealed the thinking and the feelings of each 
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female as she endured her existence on the Butler 
plantation near and following the time of the auction.  
Mattie, one of the main female characters and mother 
of Emma, had been the cook for the Butler family ever since 
she could remember like her mother had been for Master 
Butler’s father (Lester, 2005, p. 4). Emma helped with 
chores and in the kitchen. She was also took care of 
Frances and Sarah, Master Butler’s daughters. While Sarah 
treated Emma with respect, Frances became more like her 
father and abused the power she had over Emma as evidenced 
in the following scene: 
FRANCES: Brush my hair! 
EMMA: I brushed it when you got up this morning. It 
looks very pretty. 
FRANCES: I want you to brush it again. 
EMMA: Miss Frances, your hair don’t need no more 
brushing. 
FRANCES: Do it, Emma! (Lester, 2005, p. 34-35) 
The fact that Emma could question Frances demonstrated 
that the slaves were not accustomed to the kind of physical 
abuse that most of the characters in the other novels in 
this study were. However, it also demonstrated that the 
slaves’ roles were whatever the whites who owned them 
wanted them to be. In Emma’s case her roles were to cook, 
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clean, serve, and take care of her master’s two daughters 
who were not much younger than she. Emma never received 
formal schooling and did not learn reading and writing in 
any clandestine manner. In the first interlude that Lester 
included in Day of Tears, Emma was an old woman thinking 
back to the morning of the Butler slave auction. Though she 
had never learned to read and write, but this interlude 
revealed that Emma was proud that her children and 
grandchildren learned to “read, write and do numbers,” and 
that it had been a strict expectation of hers for them to 
get an education (Lester, 2005, p. 16). Emma wanted to 
learn, but because she could not get an education, she had 
required that her kids tell her different things they were 
learning from their schoolbooks each day (p. 16).  
Some slaves on the plantation felt that Butler was a 
good master and would not sell them. Mattie tried to warn 
many of the slaves that she overheard Master Butler say he 
would hold the biggest slave auction ever held in America. 
Prior to the big auction, the general treatment of slaves 
had not been particularly physically brutal or harsh; but, 
Mattie knew that owning another person was inhumane 
regardless of treatment. Mattie told another slave, “Ain’t 
no such thing [as a good master]! If he was good, he 
wouldn’t be a master” (Lester, 2005, p. 12). 
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The main focus of the story was the build up to and 
the fallout from the slave auction; the plantation work of 
the slaves was secondary to the events that led up to the 
auction. The selling of Emma was a shocking sequence of 
events, even though Lester foreshadowed the incident 
earlier in the text. Because of Butler’s actions with Emma, 
the severity of family separations was illuminated and the 
agony of the entire slave auction as a mournful, sorrowful 
event was punctuated. The sense of family that Will, 
Mattie, and Emma had created in their enslaved condition 
was sadistically divided due to the selling of Emma. After 
Emma was sold, Will and Mattie were expected to accept the 
situation and perform their slave duties as if nothing had 
happened. Will asked Master Butler how he could break his 
promise and sell Emma, especially since they grew up like 
brothers. Butler responded, “But we aren’t brothers, Will!” 
(Lester, 2005, p. 87).  
Pierce Butler’s two daughters, Sarah, the oldest, and 
Frances had different relationships with Emma. Frances was 
more like her father and had learned that slavery was okay. 
She treated Emma as a piece of property. Sarah was more 
like her mother, Frances, and was opposed to slavery. Her 
relationship with Emma had been solid, and she did not like 
the idea of Emma being mistreated. When Emma was sold, 
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Sarah thought about her daily after that. She was upset 
with her father for many years after Emma was sold. It was 
not until Master Butler was on his deathbed that Sarah 
resolved in her heart that she loved him as her father but 
had no respect for him as a man (Lester, 2005, p. 110-111). 
The relationship that Emma’s father, Will, thought he 
had with Master Butler was a close one nurtured since 
childhood. What Will did not realize until it was too late 
was that Master Butler had changed from the little boy he 
once was. He did not even consider blacks to have feelings 
or emotions as exemplified in this passage: 
I see them standing on the auction block and I 
wonder what they’re thinking, what they’re 
feeling. Some of them cry, but most don’t show 
any emotion. Their faces are as blank as tree 
bark.  
They probably aren’t feeling anything. 
That’s one of the ways niggers are different from 
white people. Their emotions are not as refined 
as ours. Things that would hurt a white man or 
woman don’t affect them (p. 19). 
 
This kind of thinking was justification pro-slavery whites 
used for the cruelty and brutality they enacted on blacks, 
and it was the ideology that informed white superiority. 
A pivotal scene in the book was when Emma traveled 
with the Butler family and her father, Will, to the auction 
to presumably serve in her typical role as caretaker of 
Butler’s two daughters, Sarah and Frances. Unbeknownst to 
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Emma, her parents, and to Sarah Butler – the daughter who 
hated slavery – Emma was surprisingly sold to Mistress 
Henfield of Kentucky. Emma and Will, who also accompanied 
Master Butler as his manservant, were stunned. Emma thought 
to herself:  
“I don’t know what to feel. I want to scream. I 
want to cry. And at the same time I feel like my 
heart has stopped beating and I will never feel 
anything again.” 
 At least the other slaves knew what was 
going to happen to them. They had time to say 
good-bye, but my mama is at the plantation 
expecting me to come back and help her prepare 
supper and serve the table tonight. She don’t 
know she ain’t never going to see me again” 
(Lester, 2005, p. 89-90). 
 
The main form of resistance for slaves in this story 
was to learn how to behave in front of white people in 
order to circumvent problems and punishment. Many of the 
slaves believed that if they did this, no harm would come 
to them. Mattie thought to herself, “Us slaves’ survival 
depends on us knowing what white folks are thinking” 
(Lester, 2005, p. 20). The slaves were largely obedient, 
which is why they were blind-sided by the psychological 
violence of this massive slave auction. 
At first many of the slaves felt as though they were 
treated well. Will mused, “Us Butler plantation slaves used 
to be the envy of all the slaves in these parts because 
Master Butler – the first one and then this one – treated 
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their slaves almost like they was family” (Lester, 2005, p. 
5). Will, Master Butler’s personal manservant, grew up with 
him like a brother. Will even saved Pierce from drowning 
when they were kids. He did not dream that Master Butler 
would sell his only child; but, after Master Butler and his 
wife split up, things went downhill for the slaves at the 
Butler Plantation.  
When Mattie found out about the loss of her daughter 
upon Will’s return from the auction without Emma, she was 
incensed and forlorn. A verbal confrontation with Master 
Butler in the kitchen revealed that Mattie’s mother nursed 
Pierce and Mattie at the same time. Mattie was frank with 
Pierce about what he had done, and when he finally left the 
kitchen Mattie spat several times in the food she has just 
prepared for Master Butler and his guests (Lester, 2005, p. 
102-104). As head of the kitchen, Mattie used this as one 
clear way to fight her oppressor. Mattie and Will even 
considered consulting an African named Uncle Isaac, who 
“can work all kinds of spells” (p. 105) in an attempt to 
seek revenge for Butler selling their daughter. 
In chapter 1 of the book, Mattie described the rain as 
“coming down as hard as regret” (p. 3). Will compared the 
rain to God’s tears. When Will talked of the slave auction, 
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he vividly described the changing of the weather conditions 
during the opening of the auction: 
Soon the slave-seller called the name of the 
first slave he was going to put up for sale, the 
gray clouds turned black as a burned log. 
Lightning so bright flashed across the face of 
heaven, my eyes trembled in their sockets. 
Thunder rolled from one side of the sky to the 
other, back and forth, back and forth. My heart 
was jumping like it wanted to run out of my body 
and find some place to hide. Then down came the 
rain, hard as sorrow (Lester, 2005, pp. 3-4). 
 
Chapters 5 and 6 of Day of Tears (Lester, 2005) 
recounted the events of the slave auction from the time of 
the Butlers’ arrival to the purchase of Emma by Mistress 
Henfield, who led her away from Will and Sarah. Chapter 5 
contained a partial list of slaves and the price for which 
they were sold (Lester, 2005, p. 66-67). The list, which 
assigned a number to each slave and included the slave’s 
name, age and sometimes a brief description, looked similar 
to this: 
Number 113 – Allen Jeffrey, 46; rice hand and sawyer 
in stem mill 
Number 114 – Sikey, 43; rice hand 
Number 115 – Watty, 5; infirm legs 
Sold for $250 each 
Number 116 – Rina, 18; rice, prime young woman 
Number 117 – Lena, 1 
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Sold for $645 each 
Number 118 – Pompey, 31; rice; lame in one foot 
Number 119 – Kitty, 30; rice, prime young woman 
Number 120 – Pompey, Jr., 10; prime boy 
Number 121 – John, 7 
Number 122 – Noble, 1; boy 
Sold for $580 each (p. 66-67) 
Emma was helpless to do anything about the slave 
auction or the humiliation of slaves on public display; 
and, initially she was unaware that she, too, was for sale. 
However, her way of coping with what she saw happening to 
the many slaves who shared life on the same plantation 
(although she did not necessarily know many of them) was to 
repeat each slave’s name as the auctioneer called it and 
try to remember what each slave looked like “because won’t 
nobody here ever see any of them again” (p. 66). 
Lester focused on the events surrounding the Butler 
slave auction and the grave impact of the massive sale of 
hundreds of slaves. Lester fully developed Mattie as a 
mother, a wife, and hard worker who was not ignorant about 
her condition but knew how to survive. Emma was a constant 
throughout the entire book from the moment the reader met 
her as a twelve-year-old girl. Lester provided a glimpse 
into Emma’s life at various stages after the auction, such 
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as living at the Henfield Plantation, escaping to freedom 
in Philadelphia, and starting a new life with another slave 
named Joe. 
The Long Journey Home (Lester, 1972). In Long Journey 
Home (Lester, 1972), there are six short stories. The book 
was difficult to include in this analysis because most of 
the stories centered on male slaves and little was included 
about the female slave experience, even though the book is 
subtitled Stories from Black History and touted as 
‘classic’ stories from black history (back cover). Three of 
the stories are titled for male slaves: “Louis”, “Ben”, and 
“The Man Who Was a Horse”. With the remaining three 
stories, the reader cannot tell from the title alone 
whether or not the protagonist is male or female. Those 
stories were titled “Satan on My Track,” “When Freedom 
Came,” and “Long Journey Home.” 
Short story #1: “Satan on My Track” (Lester, 1972, p. 
2-25). The first story took place in a location called 
Bryantown sixty years after manumission (p. 3-4). It is not 
clear whether this locale is Bryantown, Maryland or a 
fictitious location representative of similar places to it 
that existed during this time period.  
The blacks in Bryantown seemed to still live in 
servitude working under the watchful eye of a white 
  269	  
supervisor and “playing” under the spying eye of the 
supervisor’s black male underling. This set up seemed 
reminiscent of what the documentary (and Pulitzer Prize 
winning book of the same title), Slavery by Another Name 
(2012), corroborated as common practice after the legal 
institution of chattel slavery was abolished: the re-
enslavement of many blacks through the continued practice 
of criminalizing black men and condemning them to a life of 
hard labor – a system that existed through to World War II 
(Muhammad, 2010, p. 275). Lester’s opening short story also 
provided a glimpse into the type of sharecropping debt 
cycle that entrapped many blacks in neo-slavery, which 
relegated them dependent upon white farm owners who took 
advantage in many of the same ways they had as slave owners 
(Blackmon, 2008; Muhammad, 2010).  
The protagonist of “Satan on My Track” was a man named 
Rambler who wandered into Bryantown seeking to earn a few 
bucks playing his guitar at their café, which was a spot 
for gambling and drinking (Lester, 1972, p. 5-6). Not 
wanting a life of picking cotton for a white man, Rambler 
left the Fields Plantation of Eland, Mississippi by hopping 
a freight train with his guitar in tow to earn money 
traveling from place to place as a blues singer (p. 9-10). 
In Bryantown, Rambler made an impression on the blacks that 
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hung out at the café after a long day of work, and a woman 
named Lucille took a keen interest in him. 
The role women played in this story was secondary but 
critical to understanding Rambler’s outlook on the world 
and his own destiny. Lester provided an understanding of 
Rambler’s attitude about women. In one excerpt, Rambler 
commented to himself about how he had to be careful in each 
new place he landed, especially around the women who seemed 
unable to “resist a guitar player” (Lester, 1972, p. 8). 
Consequently, Lucille and Rambler participated in a sexual 
rendezvous; yet, he referred to her as “little girl” (p. 
17). He did not intend to stay with Lucille, even though it 
was implied that she had hoped to convince him to stick 
around a while. Rambler had a past tendency of violence 
toward women in which he beat every woman he was with, and 
he attributed his behavior to a hatred of his mother for 
“letting that white man come to her bed” (Lester, 1972, p. 
16). Apparently, he no longer had that tendency and 
expressed adult understanding that his mother “couldn’t 
help herself and that he had hated her because he was 
afraid to hate the white man” (p. 16). However, Rambler 
still seemed to harbor negative ideas about women that were 
reflected in his misogynistic attitude. 
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Black women were regularly subjected to sexual abuse 
and the lusts of white men during slavery (Blassingame, 
1979; Genovese, 1974; Lecaudey, 1996; White, 1999). Rambler 
held hostility toward his mother for what he perceived as 
her participation in disrespect of herself and her body. 
Yet, it is difficult to assess whether this sexual 
relationship was consensual when slave women were living 
under a system of oppression. Genovese (1974) wrote a 
chapter on miscegenation in his book Roll, Jordan, Roll: 
that “the paternalistic master-slave relationship in 
general manifested itself as acts of love in the best 
cases, sadistic violence in the worst, and ostensible 
seduction and imposed lust in the typical (p. 413, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). Quite possibly, if Rambler’s mother 
had refused the white man, she may have been severely 
punished.  
Rambler roamed, or rambled, from place to place never 
staying anywhere long because “the devil” might trap him 
and he end up in servitude on someone’s post-bellum 
plantation. He thought about his life as a wanderer in 
terms of not hanging around long enough for the white man 
to choke the life out of him (Lester, 1972, p. 16), and he 
marinated over whether white people were purposefully put 
on earth to make a hard life for blacks (p. 17). Lester 
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hinted to the fact that Rambler might have taken a real 
liking to Lucille; but, after the rendezvous and before the 
night was over and the light of the next day eliminated his 
cover, Rambler hopped the track on another train for his 
next unknown destination – away from the grips of Satan. 
This story was told from a male point of view, through 
the adult male protagonist named Rambler. The blacks in the 
story referred to each other as niggers. There was no 
mention of education or the role that language played in 
their lives; but, the dialogue present in the story 
evidenced the use of black dialect. An example of the 
language used is evidenced in the conversation Rambler had 
with Lucille: 
He bit into a piece of the chicken, but when he 
spoke he said, “You a good cook, Lucille. Real 
good.” 
She smiled shyly. “It ain’t hard when you 
got somebody to cook for.” 
“Them your kids out in the yard?” 
“Only one of ‘em. His name is Paul.” 
“How old is he?” 
“He be four in October” (p. 21) 
 
This conversation contains examples of patterns of grammar 
in Black English such as the invariant use of “be” and 
contextual use for tense as in “Them your kids?” (currently 
playing in the yard?) (Smitherman, 2000, p. 23). 
Lester’s portrayals of women hinted to a few major 
themes, such as the sexual abuse slave women endured at the 
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hands of white men, but the focus seemed more about the 
psychological damage this had on black men (Rambler) than 
the psychological damage it might have had on Rambler’s 
mother. Rambler recalled the white man’ “rough hands” 
pushing him out of the bed as a young boy to climb in with 
his mother (Lester, 1972, p. 16). Not understanding that 
his mother was in no position to reject her captor, Rambler 
grew to resent her for what he perceived as “allowing” the 
enemy into her bed.  
The relationships between Rambler and other women, 
including his mother, were clearly not positive. As a 
roamer, he did not intend on building many relationships 
with anyone, because the alternative might be an unhappier 
life trapped in the barely better than slavery situations 
in which he saw other black people. 
After slavery was abolished, the problem of what to do 
with the millions of newly manumitted blacks was perplexing 
(Blackmon, 2008, p. 39, Kindle Paperwhite version). 
Blackmon discussed how some black men at that time would 
wander from town to town to find work and food, sometimes 
piling into freight trains to transit from one location to 
the next (p. 39, Kindle Paperwhite version). The explosion 
of newly freed blacks where there had only been slaves 
caused white southern resentment and the formation of 
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militant white organizations like the Ku Klux Klan as an 
attempt to restore white hegemony and supremacy (p. 41 & 
42, Kindle Paperwhite version). The “Satan” that Rambler 
was most likely running from was re-subjugation enacted 
against blacks by southern whites after the Civil War 
through the passing of laws that criminalized black men. By 
the end of 1865, most southern states had passed vagrancy 
laws in which a black man could be arrested for little to 
nothing. The problem was that the laws were so vague that 
almost anything could be considered vagrancy and thus a 
cause for arrest (p. 53, Kindle Paperwhite version). There 
were also statutes in some states, like Mississippi, 
requiring black men to enter into a labor contract with 
white farmers or be arrested; the result could be that a 
black man could be sold into forced labor (p. 53, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). The result in many cases were “trumped 
up legal charges” and “forced labor as punishment” (p. 55, 
Kindle Paperwhite version); thus, by the end of 
Reconstruction there was a new slavery in place (p. 56, 
Kindle Paperwhite version). 
Short story #2: “Louis” (Lester, 1972, p. 28-58). 
“Louis” was the second story in Lester’s 1972 book 
featuring another male protagonist named Louis. Louis was 
seventeen years old, and the location of the plantation for 
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which he was enslaved was not named; however, my hypothesis 
was that Louis was on a slave plantation in Kentucky, which 
was a slave state that shared a border with Ohio. Louis 
crossed “the big river” (p. 32), which I conjectured was 
likely the Ohio River geographically. When Louis escaped, 
he is ended up in Ohio but was later forced to flee to 
Canada. 
At the start of the story, a house slave named 
Charlotte warned Louis that he was scheduled to be sold the 
following day. Deciding to flee, Louis crossed the river 
from his old plantation where he found the home of a 
middle-aged couple named the Millers. As runaways 
themselves, they lived/hid in plain sight (Lester, 1972, p. 
35) and served as clandestine conductors on the Underground 
Railroad (p. 40). The Millers soon introduced Louis to the 
Browns, a reverend and his wife who lived in the “colored 
section of Cincinnati” (p. 39) and who also acted as 
conductors on the Underground Railroad.  
The Underground Railroad was a secret network of black 
and white abolitionists who worked as “conductors” to free 
slaves by bringing them to free states in the north (United 
States) or Canada. Harriet Tubman was probably the most 
noted conductor of the Underground Railroad, but Hine & 
Thompson (1998) remind readers that many free black women 
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assisted the cause of the Underground Railroad (Lester, 
1972, p. 117-118). 
Louis stayed with Reverend Brown and his wife for a 
few weeks until everyone involved thought it was safe 
enough for him to come out of hiding (Lester, 1972, p. 43). 
At this point, the Browns rented a room for him with a 
woman named Mrs. Winter, a widow from Reverend Brown’s 
church. Initially, Louis seemed to thrive. He got a job at 
a local white grocer’s where he unpacked crates, shelved 
the merchandise, and made deliveries (p. 43). Louis enjoyed 
the literacy classes he started taking and was never 
absent; he longed to read fluently and was encouraged 
toward success if he persevered (p. 44-45). Eventually, 
Louis became an accomplished reader. Louis also attended 
Reverend Brown’s church on Sundays. It reminded him of the 
plantation, and Lester (1972) provided insight into 
religion on the plantation through Louis’s thoughts: 
Besides work and study, Louis looked forward to going 
to church every Sunday. More than anything else, it 
reminded him of the plantation. There hadn’t been a church 
there for the slaves, but they would go back in the woods 
and Amos would preach to them about the Hebrew children 
getting away from Pharaoh (Lester, 1972, p. 45). Many of 
Reverend Brown’s sermons centered on the concept of freedom 
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as it related to the Bible or he preached about the uplift 
of black people.  
A year after Louis started work at the local grocer’s, 
his old master almost found him at the grocer’s store. 
Barely escaping detection, Louis was immediately taken from 
Cincinnati to Columbus, Ohio and would have been taken 
directly to Canada by a conductor on the Underground 
Railroad named Reverend Moore had he not thought he was 
safe again. Many slaves escaping by way of the Underground 
Railroad went on to Canada instead of staying in the 
northern states because of the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850. 
However, Louis remained in Columbus for a while and 
roomed in the home of Mr. and Mrs. Eli Williams. He began 
working for another grocer until his carelessness got him 
kidnapped and taken to a Cincinnati jail to await trial in 
which the outcome would be to return him to Master Jenkins.  
In an orchestrated gesture of protest and protection, 
a large group crowded the courtroom as Louis awaited 
judgment. The crowd formed a barrier between Louis and the 
court house officials allowing him to escape (Lester, 1972, 
p. 56-57). After that close call, Reverend Brown again made 
arrangements for Louis to go to Canada, and this time he 
did not refuse (p. 58).  
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During the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, escape slaves 
could be returned to their owners, and anyone harboring 
their “property” was breaking the law. Anthony Burns was an 
escaped slave from Virginia living in the free state of 
Massachusetts when he was kidnapped off the streets and 
held in jail until his former slave owner could reclaim his 
property. The abolitionists in Boston fought to free 
Anthony, and in several attempts at freedom, Anthony ended 
up finally obtaining freedom in Canada but died of illness 
at the young age of twenty-eight (Hamilton, 1988). In the 
case of Solomon Northrup, he was not an escaped slave. He 
was born a free man. However, he was kidnapped into slavery 
and it was twelve years before he was free again (Northrup, 
1853). Hence, Louis had been “lucky” to dodge recapture 
twice, and he was wise to finally submit to relocation in 
Canada.   
The women in this short story were in supporting, or 
assisting, roles. Charlotte assisted Louis in learning 
about his impending sale. The widow, Mrs. Winter, assisted 
the reverends with housing Louis. The wives of the 
reverends, who were conductors on the Underground Railroad, 
assisted their husbands with caring for the basic needs of 
the escape slaves. Their roles were cursory to the story 
and did not serve to explicate much additional information 
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about slavery but hinted at the idea that some escape 
slaves played a pivotal role on the Underground Railroad. 
Though Lester (1972) used this story to inform the reader 
that female slaves who ran away became active workers on 
the Underground Railroad, the reader could also be left 
with the false impression that this phenomena only occurred 
in tandem to how much the women’s husbands were involved in 
this secret network. 
Unlike Rambler, Lester (1972) hinted about the close 
family ties Louis had with his mother by describing how, 
had she not recently died, she would have been able to tell 
him what to do about the plans for him to be sold. Even as 
he resolved to run, Louis reminisced about how his mother 
taught him how to use the constellations, particularly the 
Drinking Gourd or dipper and the North Star, to lead him to 
freedom. This positive mother-son relationship countered 
the negative mother-son narrative in “Satan on My Track.”   
Louis’ mother had provided him with an education that 
proved to be fruitful in his time of need. For instance, 
she had told Louis never to use his master’s last name; 
consequently, once he crossed the river and met up with the 
Millers, he only gave them a first name and not a last 
name. Herbert Gutman (1976) researched the black family as 
they were in 1750-1925. He purported that though many 
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historians draw from historical documents that only show 
slaves by their given name and not a surname, there is 
evidence that many slaves took surnames that were not 
always the surname of their most recent slave owner (p. 
231-233). Thus, the advice Louis received from his mother 
helped him enact agency in the freedom to choose his own 
last name.   
When Louis was in Cincinnati, he was impressed by the 
blacks he encountered there, especially the women. Lester 
(1972) described how Louis interpreted what he saw in the 
black women of Cincinnati at that time: “In their wide 
hooped dresses he thought each one was the prettiest woman 
he had ever seen. Ol’ miss looked like po’ white trash next 
to any one of them” (p. 43). The aesthetic aspects of the 
black women were commented upon, but Lester did not gave 
insight into the lives of these women to explain how they 
afforded extravagant dresses and freely traversed the city.  
The short story “Louis” was very similar to the real-
life 1850 case of an escaped slave named Lewis who fled 
Kentucky for Ohio, and for whom a high profile trial ensued 
in which locals crowded the courtroom so that he could 
escape (Middleton, 1987, p. 26). At that time Cincinnatians 
were vehemently opposed to the Fugitive Slave Law 1850 and 
the pursuit of escaped slaves who flocked to the city by 
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slaveholders created tension (p. 21). Middleton credited 
Cincinnati blacks as being in a better position to help 
refugee slaves more than any other Ohio community, and they 
were a major link on the Underground Railroad (p. 23). 
Short story #3: “Ben” (Lester, 1972, p. 59-88). The 
short story “Ben” provided even less information about the 
experiences of female slaves than the previous two stories 
in this compilation. This story was told from the 
perspective of a white male from the north who, unlike his 
father, was never comfortable with the idea of owning 
another person and selling a person’s children and family 
from them. Traveling south with his father to visit his 
dad’s old college roommate, the young man was unnerved by 
how easy it became for him to get used to being waited on 
hand and foot by the slaves who worked as house servants.  
The plot of the story began to unfold on the McGuire 
Plantation near Louisville, Kentucky. The white male 
narrator, David Johnson, met Ben, a servant in the McGuire 
household who appeared to David to be happy, obliging, and 
content. This sentiment is reminiscent of the happy hearted 
Negro trope that Sterling Brown (1933) discussed in his 
research. David also met Ben’s wife, Martha, who was the 
cook for the McGuires (Lester, 1972, p. 63). This was the 
only mention of a female slave in the entire story except 
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for the fact that Martha prepared lunch for the Johnsons on 
their visit (p. 66).  
David fell in love with Elliot McGuire’s daughter 
Samantha. He wanted to marry her but knew in his heart that 
she would not want to leave her land, which might have 
proven to be problematic because they would have different 
perspectives about slavery. When Elliot McGuire died 
suddenly, the plantation was in chaos because Elliot’s son, 
Albert, did not have the skill or knowledge to run the 
plantation. Thus, David was set to marry Samantha and take 
over the plantation and become a slaveowner, something he 
was not looking forward to.  
Ben ran away soon after Albert mismanaged the 
plantation and started mistreating him and the other 
slaves; however, he returned several weeks later to execute 
the escape of his wife, Martha. David then realized how 
sympathetic to Ben that Samantha really was. This story 
culminated after David and Samantha married and left the 
plantation. While vacationing in Canada, David and Samantha 
ran into Ben (who was using an assumed name); he was a 
server in a Toronto hotel. David asked him if he had been 
as happy a slave as he seemed. Ben’s response was a 
rhetorical question. He asked “Massa” David, “Would you 
have been [happy] if you were me?” (p. 88). David realized 
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that not only was Ben not happy, he despised and “would 
have liked nothing better than to have seen me dead all 
those years” (p. 88). 
Short story #4: “The Man Who Was a Horse” (Lester, 
1972, p. 89-103). This was a black cowboy story about Bob 
Lemmons who loved to capture wild mustangs, something he 
had enjoyed while living in Texas even before he was freed 
in 1865. There was no mention of black women at all in this 
story and little discussion related to slavery. I included 
a brief synopsis of the story only to demonstrate further 
that this set of “Stories from Black History” is a male-
dominated collection. 
Short story #5: “When Freedom Came” (Lester, 1972, p. 
105-128). This short story recounted the time on the Brower 
Place (identified as located in Pine Bluff, Arkansas, p. 
121) at a time when the slaves on this plantation were 
first notified that they were declared free. The variety of 
reactions – from jubilation to disbelief to worry about 
what to do next – formed the bulk of the story. Through 
dialog amongst the ten newly emancipated slaves on the 
Brower Plantation, Lester’s portrayals gave insight into 
the dilemma that slaves were confronted with in terms of 
how to handle their freedom. After the news of their 
freedom, reality set in for the slaves: 
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The freed slaves went back to their shacks and 
danced and sang all afternoon. They didn’t return 
to the field but left their hoes lying in the 
yard at the big house where they had dropped them 
when they’d heard the news. But that night, when 
their spirits quieted a little, they began to 
wonder, What [sic] are we supposed to do? No one 
knew. A couple of young ones wanted nothing more 
than to go, and they didn’t care where.  
“I’m just getting away from here,” said one. 
“Maybe I’ll go up North. Maybe I won’t. But I’m 
going!” 
The older slaves, however, didn’t find 
leaving so easy. 
“Where am I going to go?” one said bitterly. 
“Been a slave for fifty years and slaving is all 
I know.” (Lester, 1972, p. 110). 
 
Aunt Kate was portrayed as an influential slave on the 
plantation but was not necessarily given the depth of a 
strong protagonist. Aunt Kate was the character that saw 
her newfound freedom as a great opportunity and was trying 
to convince other slaves of the same. One of the first 
items on her agenda was going to be to change her name 
(Lester, 1972, p. 112). Jake, another recently manumitted 
Brower slave was not as jubilant about his newfound freedom 
as Aunt Tee; however, he saw an opportunity to find his 
wife, Mandy, and four children who had been sold off seven 
years prior (p. 114). Sarah, a younger slave woman at the 
Brower Plantation, had taken a keen interest in Jake after 
he lost his family; but Jake thought of her as a little 
girl and never truly reciprocated the feeling because his 
heart was in reuniting with his family. 
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Lester (1972) did portray Sarah as genuinely caring 
about Jake, but this was the second short story in this 
compilation in which Lester portrayed a younger black woman 
pursuing an older black man who then shuns the woman’s 
advances and refers to her as a “little girl,” not a woman 
(refer to “Satan on My Track”).  
Jake found out from Massa Brower where his family had 
been sold, and he set off on a trek of more than 500 miles 
to Pulaski, Tennessee to find them. When he found Mandy, he 
was disappointed to learn that she had remarried and 
birthed two additional children with her new husband, 
Henry. Martha sadly informed Jake that she and Henry first 
“jumped the broom,” then they married legally as soon as 
they were freed (Lester, 1972, p. 126). Mandy responded to 
Jake’s questions about her marrying someone else: 
“Aw, Mandy,” he cried, taking her in his arms. 
“But I told you I’d find you, didn’t I? I told 
you that!” 
“I know, Jake, and I wanted to believe you. 
God knows I did. But a woman gets lonesome, Jake. 
And Henry was a nice man. The children liked him, 
too. So we jumped the broom and I prayed that 
this time the Lord wouldn’t let me or him be sold 
away from each other. And after we was freed, the 
first thing we done was to go and get married 
like white folks do, and get a piece of paper so 
couldn’t nobody come and separate us. If I’d 
known, Jake, I wouldn’t have done it. But a woman 
gets lonesome.” 
“So do a man,” he sobbed. “So do a man.” 
(Lester, 1972, p. 126). 
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There seemed to be a pattern in Lester’s 1972 
compilation of short stories in which women were in some 
way portrayed as needing to fulfill sexual needs or desires 
above all else. This is reminiscent of the Jezebel 
stereotype (Collins, 2000). Mandy said, “But a woman gets 
lonesome” not once but twice in her monologue as though 
this was the only reason for her remarriage. This is a 
problematic view of Mandy and her choice to remarry. In 
turn, Jake rebutted with “So do a man” twice as if to 
doubly punctuate wrongdoing in Mandy remarrying. Hine & 
Thompson (1998) explained that the slaveholder usually 
determined slave marriages. The wedding ceremony for 
formalizing slave marriages was called “jumping the 
broomstick,” and though it was not legally binding, slaves 
approached it with seriousness (p. 80). Hine & Thompson 
(1998) declared that it is important to remember that 
“enslaved women had no choice about whether or not they 
were to become wives and mothers. It was not only expected 
of them, it was demanded” (p. 80). If slave women did not 
choose a husband, then slaveholders would assign one to 
them. Lester (1972) portrayed Mandy’s marriage to her new 
husband, Henry, as something less forced and even frivolous 
– because she got lonely. In contrast, Lester did not 
include an alternative narrative that demonstrated anguish 
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from Mandy in the decision to remarry; whereas, Jake is 
portrayed as the faithful and dutiful spouse who is crushed 
at the frivolous decision is wife made not waiting for him. 
Gutman (1976) studied the black family between the 
years of 1750 and 1925 and found that a significant number 
of slave marriages were terminated due to forcible 
separation (pp. 20, 145-148). In the case of Jake and 
Mandy, this kind of separation of the family unit was one 
of the major atrocities of chattel slavery in American 
(Gutman). Some slaves remarried and others did not 
depending on their situations (Gutman).  
Lester (1972) never revealed what Jake did after he 
found out Mandy was remarried. Did he trekked back 500 
miles to see if he could somehow find Sarah, who most 
likely set out to find a new life for herself like the 
other newly freed slaves? Did he move on and begin a new 
life elsewhere? Or, did he stay near his children and bear 
the loss of his wife to another man? None of these 
questions are answered.  
Short story #6: “Long Journey Home” (Lester, 1972, p. 
129-147). The final story in the compilation is titled 
“Long Journey Home.” It was unclear whether the narrator of 
this story was female or male, but more depth into the 
female slave experience was developed in this story than in 
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any of the other five short stories in this book. Lester’s 
point may have been to purposely leave the narrator unnamed 
and unidentified in gender; however, this fact made it 
somewhat difficult to pinpoint a particular point of view. 
If Lester’s goal was to purposely have an ambiguous 
narrator for the story, then the reader has to guess about 
perspective throughout the entire story. Assuming that the 
narrator’s voice was female, it was problematic that Lester 
would be ambiguous about this when he was explicit about 
the male voices in each of his other short stories. 
Assuming the narrator’s voice was male, then it was equally 
problematic that Lester did not choose to use a female 
protagonist to tell any of the stories in this book about 
the history of black people. In this particular case, to 
tell the story of the family’s females to the narrator’s 
son would be misguided on the part of the author not to 
have a woman narrate the experiences of female slaves. 
The story narrator, who could be a mother or a father, 
was sharing information about the history of slavery as 
experienced by his or her son’s grandmother and great-
grandmother. For the purpose of this writing, I will assume 
that narrator was female.  
The narrator clarified that (s)he was born just after 
slavery ended - after the Surrender (Lester, 1972, p. 130). 
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The discussion she was having with a child seemed to be 
occurring during a time in which the child (a boy) was in 
school and should have been learning about history. Lester 
revealed a lot of historical information in this teaching/ 
storytelling session the narrator had with the son.  
In this story, Lester (1972) focused on the work of 
slave women and their means of resistance or the ways in 
which women took agency in their own existence. This was 
one clue that the narrator was likely a woman. Momentarily, 
I entertained the idea that the narrator might have been 
male because of the discussion about how during slavery 
time a colored man had to have a pass to travel off the 
plantation (p. 132). However, this kind of situation was 
shared with the son as an example of when the boy’s 
grandmother was given a pass to make some purchases and was 
randomly stopped by a white child to get permission to 
continue on her journey (p. 132).  
The workday for a slave was discussed as never ending, 
not only as it related to the workday itself (sunup to 
sundown) but also regarding the age in which slave owners 
started slaves to work for them. The narrator told the boy 
that there was not a childhood in those days and work began 
“from the time you could walk till they tied your carcass 
on a flat piece of board and put you in the ground” 
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(Lester, 1972, p. 131). The parent shared that his/her 
grandmama [sic] was doing small tasks by age three and 
working like the grown-ups in the field by age seven with 
the same expectation to get cotton picked or get whipped 
and that sometimes a full day’s work could extend into the 
night if there was a full moon (p. 131). Likewise, her mama 
worked like a man all of her life and attributed this to 
the reason she “probably didn’t look like much of a woman 
then” (p. 133).  
When the boy wondered if his grandmama liked slavery 
because she did not run away, the narrator explained that 
the boy’s grandmama could not do much about her enslavement 
and that it was a difficult system to fight (Lester, 1972, 
p. 133, 135). However, the narrator later explained that a 
short while after the boy’s grandmamma was freed and had 
saved a little money working for white people, she moved 
into her own house and never spoke to a white person again 
for the remaining thirty-five years of her life. The 
grandmother decided for herself who she would speak to 
rather than a white person deciding for her about who, 
when, and how she would speak to a white person.  
Regardless of whether slaves were considered to be 
treated “well” by the slave master or not and regardless of 
whether a slave worked in the big house or the field, there 
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were many blacks who hated whites for “owning” them and 
relegating them to a life a servitude (Franklin & 
Schweninger, 1999). Working as a cook during her 
enslavement, the narrator’s mama (grandmama)would “spit in 
all the food before she served it” as a way to retaliate 
against her captors (Lester, 1972, p. 137). Another time, 
grandmama ground up glass into a fine powder and dumped the 
particles into a stew she was serving (p. 137). Eventually, 
she was whipped and sent to the field because she set the 
kitchen on fire, even though her owners thought it was an 
accident. She said it was all worth it.  
In addition to this level of resistance was the 
attitude that the narrator’s mama showed to her owners. She 
would not grin and bow and act as though she enjoyed being 
a slave the way whites wanted slaves to do. Labeled as a 
slave with a bad attitude (reminiscent of the Sapphire 
trope), the overseer tried to whip her, which she swore she 
would never let happen again after her punishment for the 
kitchen fire incident; so, this time she grabbed the whip 
from the overseer and whipped him with it. That incident 
got her sold. (Lester, 1972, p. 139). Franklin & 
Schweninger (1999) reported that slaves who openly defied 
their owners were often “whipped, beaten, cropped, branded, 
and sometimes tortured” (Chapter 1, The Priceless 
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Dissidence section, para. 4, Loc. 518, Kindle Paperwhite 
version). They could also be sold, turned over to slave 
traders, banished, or hanged depending on the infraction 
and on what the slave owner considered a serious breach of 
authority (para. 4, Loc. 518, Kindle Paperwhite version).  
Some female slaves would kill their own children 
rather than watch them grow up in slavery; mothers would 
quietly smother their babies after they were born (Lester, 
1972, p. 139). Others would commit suicide (Franklin & 
Schweninger, 1999, Chapter 11, The Impact of Runaways on 
the Peculiar Institution section, para. 10, Loc. 5994, 
Kindle Paperwhite version). The narrator shared with her 
son that his great-grandmother was “a pure-blood African” 
and that she was educated in herbal remedies and cures, 
though she could not read or write in the English language 
(Lester, 1972, p. 140). The narrator explained how his 
great-grandmother endured the Middle Passage as an Ibo 
captured by Africans from another tribe and turned over to 
the English slave catchers who boarded them into the 
cramped spaces on big ships where some jumped ship when 
allowed on deck for air, or they died of disease before 
landing in Georgia (p. 140-143). The Africans who arrived 
alive knew they were slaves and were far from home. In 
response to unhappiness with their new situation, a large 
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group of about fifty Ibos walked into the ocean and drowned 
themselves rather than submit to slavery. The location of 
this incident was called Ibo Landing. 
Another section that left questions about the gender 
of the narrator was when the narrator discussed how slaves 
could never look a white man in the eye or they would get 
slapped (Lester, 1972, p. 134). The narrator also discussed 
how blacks could get lynched if they did not get off the 
sidewalk when a white woman was coming (p. 135). 
Noticeably, the narrator did not mention any of the sexual 
abuse to which slave women were typically subjected.  
Religion is mentioned in the story and the son learned 
that prayer was used regularly as a plea to the Lord (Lawd) 
for deliverance from bondage (Lester, 1972, p. 135), but 
the narrator admitted to not going to church because it 
seemed to her that God took a long time answering slaves’ 
prayers.  
Ultimately, I concluded that it was a female narrator 
recounting the legacy of strong African and African-
American females that she hoped to impart to her young son. 
One could speculate as to the reason Lester (1972) was not 
explicit in identifying the sex/gender of the narrator as 
he had for the previous short stories. One can also 
question Lester’s reasoning for pairing the narrator with a 
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male child as a way to avoid addressing the sexual abuse 
endured by black women. Quite possibly the reason for this 
omission could be that these historical stories were being 
told to a young child. It is curious, thought, as to the 
reason Lester portrayed the narrator as speaking to boy 
instead of a girl and a young child versus an older child. 
A different decision about the age and gender of this 
character would have allowed some discussion of sexual 
abuse. Certainly Lester did not shy away from general 
discussion of sexual encounters in the first short story of 
this collection titled “Satan on my Track.” 
This Strange New Feeling (Lester, 1982). This short 
story compilation won a Coretta Scott King honor in 1983. 
There were three stories in this book: “This Strange New 
Feeling”, “Where the Sun Lives”, and “A Christmas Love 
Story”. Each story contained chapters that were further 
broken down into sections headed by Roman numerals. The 
stories told of love and the strong bond of three couples 
living in the antebellum South; they were based on actual 
people and historical incidents (Lester, 1982, p. 1). As 
love stories, and much more, the main element focused upon 
for all three of these stories was relationships. In 
comparison to Lester’s Long Journey Home (1972), women in 
the stories of This Strange New Feeling (1982) were 
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portrayed as embodying a more positive and important role 
to the outcome of each story. As with Long Journey Home 
(1972), it was more efficient to discuss of each of the 
three short stories contained in the book separately.  
Short story #1: “This Strange New Feeling” (Lester, 
1982, p. 9-51). A slave named Ras was a young man who had a 
crush on a slave girl named Sally. Though he could not 
express his feelings because of the hurt of losing his 
mother when she was sold away during his childhood, he 
experienced a strange feeling in his gut whenever Sally was 
around. However, Ras never pursued Sally because he did not 
want to feel the deep hurt of loss again if he returned 
from a day in the field to find her sold off (pp. 17, 25). 
He had lost family this way. When Ras’ mother had been sold 
off, Uncle Isaac and Aunt Jessie took him in and acted as 
adopted parents (p. 13). Aunt Jessie had since died, but 
Isaac and Ras still lived together and were close.  
Thomas McMahon, a tobacco planter in the community, 
hated slavery even though his rich father had raised him 
around dozens of slaves; and, once his father died, Thomas 
had set all the slaves free (Lester, 1982, pp. 26-27, 34). 
The white community never understood or forgave him for 
this. In a gesture that would ultimately get Isaac whipped 
to death (p. 40), he worked out a plan with Mr. McMahon for 
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him to get Ras to New York when he delivered his next bulk 
of tobacco. Unfortunately, Ras was captured by his old 
master but feigned senselessness to escape punishment (p. 
37). However, once Ras returned to the plantation, he 
continued to work secretly with McMahon to free other 
slaves until Amos, the black butler of the Lindsay 
household, warned him that Lindsay and his slaveholding 
friends had figured out what was happening (p. 43-46). Ras 
then decided to run with Sally, but they were almost caught 
by Lindsay. In a scuffle between Ras and Lindsay in which 
Ras was being choked, Sally made a desperate attempt to 
save him and shot Lindsay dead (p. 49-50). The two of them 
dumped Lindsay over the bridge into the river. After this 
fight, they realized they were free and “the strange new 
feeling of freedom” made them happy inside (p. 51). 
In this story, Lester (1982) featured a male 
protagonist and secondary male characters. Aunt Jessie is 
dead, thus mention of her was in past tense to inform the 
reader that she served as a surrogate mother for Ras when 
his biological mother was sold. However, Lester made it 
clear that Aunt Jessie played a pivotal role as a mother 
figure in Ras’ life. He contrasted the loving relationship 
Aunt Jessie offered Ras to the murdering of her own three 
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children at birth to prevent them from ever having to live 
as slaves: 
He [Uncle Isaac] knew that the three children 
Jessie birthed didn’t die because they were 
sickly. The way she cried told him the truth. 
Even after she was too old to birth babies, he 
would be awakened in the night by the sound of 
her crying in her sleep. 
She has smothered them babies with her own 
hands. He never saw one of them alive. Each time 
when the midwife called him in, the babies was 
dead. Looked big and healthy to him. Boys, each 
one of them. But they didn’t grow up to be slaves 
(Lester, 1982, p. 24). 
 
Not only did Lester (1982) portray Aunt Jessie as 
taking agency in hindering the further promulgation of 
slavery by not allowing another black life that she bore to 
be subjugated to such inhumanity, but this passage 
demonstrates the emotional toll that the decision to kill 
one’s own child had on women who felt they were choosing 
the lesser of two evils between death and slavery. Lester’s 
portrayal of this form of resistance showed that female 
slaves did not take the desperate act of infanticide 
lightly and suffered long term psychological consequences 
because of it (Hine, 1994, p. 32).  
Lester (1982) also alluded to the fact that Isaac 
could have escaped to freedom but did not attempt it 
because he wanted to stay with Aunt Jessie more than he 
wanted his freedom without her (p. 25). Hine and Thompson 
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(1998) corroborate the strong unions of slave marriages, 
even when the slaveholders forced the marriages (p. 82). 
Not much backstory was provided about Sally, the young 
slave woman Ras had a crush on. The only information 
provided was that Ras seems to have feelings for her but 
was not able to act on them for fear that he might lose her 
the same way he lost his mother. By the end of the story, 
Sally ran away with Ras (Lester, 1982, p. 48). When Master 
Lindsay catches the two of them, Lester portrayed Sally as 
understandably desperate to be free (p. 49-50). In that 
state of desperation, Sally grabbed the gun out of Master 
Lindsay’s hand while he was on top of Ras ready to strike 
him. She shot Lindsay dead, and this demonstrated quick 
thinking and an urgent need to take initiative in order to 
be free from his bondage forever. Lindsay had not 
considered that Sally would intervene in the altercation.  
Lester (1982) portrayed Sally as an important and 
contributing factor to the duo’s newfound freedom and newly 
established bond with each other. It was Sally’s final 
resistance measure. This was one of only few examples of 
the black female heroine as victor to save the day in works 
from this study by African American males (the other 
portrayals were Ellen Craft in short story #3 of this 
collection and Walter Dean Myers’ Glory Field). 
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Short story #2: “Where the Sun Lives” (Lester, 1982, 
p. 55-97). This was the one of Lester’s (1982) short 
stories on slavery that was explicitly told from a young 
slave girl’s point of view. Maria was about eighteen years 
old having worked as a servant girl since age seven for 
Mistress Phillips on a plantation in Virginia. The story 
opened with Mistress Phillips on her deathbed at age 
twenty-nine, and the relationships within the Phillips 
household was a key theme throughout this story.  
As Mistress Phillips’ “gal” [sic], it is part of 
Maria’s job to sleep at the foot of her bed and be ready to 
respond to all of her needs – whether to keep her feet warm 
or wait on her every need (Lester, 1982, p. 55-56; King, 
1995). Maria reminisced about the first time she was 
brought to Mistress Phillips: 
I remember the first time I was brought up from 
the quarter to be her gal. I looked at her yellow 
hair and it made me think of buttercups and 
sitting by Miller’s Creek with my dusty feet in 
the water. I was seven then. Mistress treated me 
like I was her little girl. She played little 
games with me, and at night would tell me 
stories. After she lost her first baby in the 
fifth month, she told me that it was all right, 
that I was her baby (Lester, 1982, p. 59). 
 
Once Mistress Phillips’ parents died in a carriage 
accident, she changed. When Mistress Phillips was of 
childbearing age, she miscarried several times and became 
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so mean to the slaves after these losses that Maria 
experienced her first whipping just because Mistress 
Phillips wanted her to remember that she was a slave 
(Lester, 1982, p. 59). After the whipping, Mistress had 
apologized profusely, cried nonstop, and nursed Maria well 
(p. 60), only to repeat the abuse—nurture behavior several 
times until Maria’s body was badly scarred and disfigured 
(p. 66).  
Part of Mistress Phillips’ anger was resentment that 
when her parents died she was responsible for managing the 
plantation because her husband, Master Phillips, did not 
really want the responsibility. He spent more time tending 
to his own business pursuits that required him to travel 
often. Mistress Phillips had hoped to become a “lady” and 
wear wide gowns and host large parties at the house. Master 
and Mistress Phillips had a rocky relationship, and finally 
Master Phillips threatened to kill the mistress if she ever 
laid a hand on Maria again (Lester, 1982, p. 63). Mistress 
eventually succumbed to her illness, and Master Phillips 
began to make decisions about the future of the plantation.  
When a dapper black man named Forrest Yates rode onto 
the plantation, Maria was immediately smitten with him 
(Lester, 1982, p. 64). She said that she thought he looked 
like he knew where the sun lived. Yates was a free black 
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man with a background as a blacksmith. Skilled slaves, such 
as carpenters and blacksmiths, were extremely valuable 
during this time period. Blacksmiths made farm tools and 
kept them in proper working condition, and the work of a 
blacksmith could be functional or decorative (King, 1995, 
p. 37, Kindle Paperwhite version). Blacksmiths could create 
weapons and shackles, or they could create “elegantly 
forged balconies, grills, and lamp brackets” (King, 1995, 
p. 37-38, Kindle Paperwhite version).  
As their relationship grew, Yates purchased Maria from 
Master Phillips because it was illegal for slaves to marry 
in Virginia at that time (Lester, 1982, p. 82). Though 
Maria had a close relationship with Master Phillips and 
appreciated that he never abused the slaves physically or 
sexually, he still owned them and Maria would not miss him 
as she started her new life with Forrest.  
The problem with Forrest was that, though he was black 
and though Maria loved him, he was now Maria’s master. He 
owned her. To Maria, the idea of owning another human being 
was not real freedom. She quickly recognized that if 
anything happened to Forrest, she was still a slave. 
Forrest assured Maria that his will stated that she was to 
be set free upon his death. However, Forrest began to 
exhibit spending habits that were undesirable as he tried 
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to impress others and prove to himself that he was as good 
as white people. He wanted to possess the kinds of material 
goods they possessed. This behavior concerned Maria, and 
when Forrest was killed instantly by a kick in the head 
from a horse he was shoeing, her worst nightmares were 
realized. The debts Forrest accumulated voided his will, 
which meant that Maria had to be sold in order to repay 
what Forrest owed. Though Master Phillips could have bought 
Maria back, he did not, and Maria was sold to a man she had 
previously seen mistreat a female slave featured at a slave 
auction. It is curious as to the reason Lester (1972) wrote 
this story such that Forrest did not have free papers drawn 
up for Maria. This story ends tragically with Maria’s re-
enslavement, and it is my contention that Lester wanted to 
demonstrate the gender differential that existed during 
slavery where a black man could acquire a level of wealth 
and purchase slaves. Lester portrayed Maria as a self-
willed woman who made a deliberate choice not to beg Master 
Phillips to purchase her instead of allowing her to be 
bought by an abusive slaveholder. 
Short story #3: “A Christmas Love Story” (Lester, 
1982, p. 101-188). This story was based on the daring 
escape of Ellen and William Craft, slaves who subsequently 
became abolitionists. Ellen Craft, able to pass for white 
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with “smooth, creamy-white skin”, “gray-green eyes”, and 
“brown hair that fell down her back like a silken 
waterfall” (Lester, 1982, p. 101), was planning a disguise 
with her husband William as part of their escape from 
Macon, Georgia. Ellen cut her hair and dressed as a white 
male with an arm sling (so that she would not have to 
write), head bandages, and dark glasses. William acted as 
her slave (manservant), and they set out for Philadelphia 
to obtain freedom. Although Ellen was terrified about their 
escape plan working, she was adamant that she did not want 
to have their children born into slavery.  
Ellen and William had been given visitation passes for 
four days during Christmastime; and, they used this 
opportunity to plan and execute their escape north. There 
were many close calls as they traveled by train, and for a 
brief moment Ellen and William were separated; however, 
they were soon reunited and made it Philadelphia safely.  
During the two years after their escape, the Crafts 
continued to adjust to their new lives. Ellen had more 
trouble wrapping her mind around freedom than William did, 
and she seemed more psychologically affected by the 
harrowing experience of escape. The Crafts eventually moved 
to Boston and began speaking about their escape at churches 
and antislavery meetings (Lester, 1982, p. 154). Meanwhile, 
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William opened a store of new and second hand furniture 
while Ellen did seamstress work at home.  
When the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 was passed, the 
news sent the black and white antislavery community into 
panic (Lester, 1982, p. 159). Ellen was particularly 
unnerved because of the notoriety she and William received 
by speaking to several groups in Boston about their escape. 
Knowing the Crafts were now in danger, Reverend Parker, a 
white preacher and leader of antislavery whites, went to 
work protecting them and other fugitive slaves. In tandem 
with Lewis Hayden, leader of Boston’s black community and 
the Vigilance Committee, Parker made arrangements to thwart 
the efforts of slave catchers who were in Boston to reclaim 
their human property. President Filmore had threatened to 
take drastic measures to enforce the Fugitive Slave Law; 
thus, it was determined too dangerous for the Crafts to 
remain in Boston. Parker gave them a proper marriage and 
then arranged for them to go to England, “the only place 
the slave catchers couldn’t reach them” (p. 186).  
Lester’s portrayal of women in this story was 
specifically related to the experiences of Ellen Craft. The 
story was about their escape and the aftermath of fear that 
fugitive slaves lived with as they attempted to exist in 
freedom. Lester (1982) revealed that the reason their 
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escape plan worked was because Ellen Craft could easily 
pass for white due to her skin color, eye color, and hair 
texture. Ellen was a fair skinned mulatta, half-sister to 
the mistress (p. 104), which exemplified the sexual 
relationships that existed between white slave owners and 
slave women regarding the “back-door children” that their 
unions created. William recalled first seeing Ellen and 
knowing what her white features meant: 
That straight hair had fooled him into believing 
that she was a white woman the first time he saw 
her. When he learned she was a slave like 
himself, he could not believe it, though he 
should have. He had been a slave in Georgia all 
of is twenty-four years. It was not uncommon for 
slave owners to have children by black women. He 
had seen many, and no matter how white their 
skins, how gray, green, or light brown their 
eyes, or how straight and smooth their hair, 
William always knew they were slaves like himself 
(Lester, 1982, p. 102-103). 
 
The Crafts’ story provided a window into the extent of 
risk and resistance that both men and women were willing to 
execute to escape bondage. This was particularly evident in 
Ellen’s resolve not to bring children into that kind of 
existence (Hine, 1994). Though William was credited for 
first devising the scheme, Lester (1982) portrayed Ellen as 
having an integral part in the execution of the escape 
plan, which of course would not have been possible without 
her. Ellen was portrayed as quite courageous, quick 
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thinking, and an important agent in problem solving through 
the obstacles to freedom that she and William encountered.  
 Walter Dean Myers. Walter Dean Myers is almost 77 
years old. He has a long string of award-winning literature 
for children and young adults, and his writing spans from 
1969 to the present with his most recent Coretta Scott King 
Honor Award for Darius and Twig (Myers, 2013). Some of his 
other award-winning titles include Monster (Myers, 1999), 
which was the first young adult novel to win the Michael L. 
Printz Award in 2000; Autobiography of My Dead Brother 
(Myers, 2004) and Lockdown (Myers, 2009), which were both 
finalists for the National Book Award. He is a two-time 
Newbery Honor winner, a five-time Coretta Scott King 
winner, and four-time Coretta Scott King Honor winner. He 
also became the National Ambassador for Young People’s 
Literature in January 2012, a position he held for two 
years. 
 Born in 1937 in West Virginia, Myers grew up in the 
care of a couple his parents gave him up to (Myers, 2001). 
Though he led a troubled childhood and dropped out of 
school to join the Army, Myers had always been a fairly 
decent writer (Walter Dean Myers website, n.d., 
“Biography,” para. 1para. 5). One of his high school 
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teachers noticed this and her encouragement to “write no 
matter what” left a strong impression on him (para. 7). 
 Many of Myers’ books focus on “real-world problems 
that face inner-city kids” and reflect their experiences 
and perspectives (Johnson, 2012). Growing up, Myers 
struggled to figure out issues of race (Myers, 2001, p. 
138, Kindle Paperwhite version). This excerpt describes 
Myers’ perspective on book choices when he was in high 
school: “Most of what I read and heard was negative. Blacks 
had always been slaves. Blacks had been lynched. Blacks 
could not eat at this place or that. There was little 
positive published about blacks except in the black press” 
(Myers, 2001, p. 138-139).  
 A turning point for Myers in his writing was his 
discovery of “Sonny Blues,” a short story by James Baldwin 
(Myers, 2001, p. 202). What impressed Myers was that the 
story was about a black urban experience, which gave him 
permission to write about his personal experiences in 
Harlem. In 1968, Myers entered a writing contest held by 
the Council on Interracial Books for Children and won. His 
book was published and the rest is history. Myers has been 
writing prolifically for over three decades with no sign of 
slowing down. 
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The Glory Field (1994). Myers wrote the family history 
of the Lewis family in The Glory Field (1994). The novel 
began with a short preface that took place in 1753 with the 
slave kidnapping of 11-year old Muhammad Bilal from Sierra 
Leone. Then, the story skipped a few generations later to 
the Live Oaks Plantation on Curry Island in South Carolina 
in the year 1864. The novel was chunked into historical 
eras, and the era highlighted in 1864 was the main focus 
for this study because it specifically took place when 
members of the Lewis family were still enslaved. The 
“slavery era” section of the Lewis family story was led by 
protagonist Lizzy, a 13-year old female. Through Lizzy and 
other characters, Myers portrayed issues that male and 
female slaves endured.  
With female portrayals in this novel, Myers did not 
attempt to cover every horror known to female slaves in the 
United States. However, he skillfully provided enough 
information about some of the issues that confronted girls 
and women to allow the reader to vicariously experience the 
inner turmoil as well as the outward physical abuse that 
was prevalent for black women slaves at this time.  
Myers’ Glory Field (1994) addressed slavery in the 
United States in 1864, specifically taking place in the 
month of March. By 1864, Lincoln had already freed slaves 
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with the Emancipation Proclamation and set forth a 
reconstruction plan as the Civil War raged toward a 
harrowing end (Foner, 2010). Also, the 54th Massachusetts 
Colored Infantry had been formed (A & E Television, 2014, 
“History.com: The 54th Massachusetts Infantry”). Moreover, 
Lincoln had signed a repeal of the Fugitive Slave Law of 
1850 that had been instituted by former President Fillmore 
(Foner, 2010). Ironically, the blacks on the Live Oaks 
Plantation were still enslaved, though part of the story of 
Lizzy and her adopted Lewis family related to her escape to 
freedom. 
The geographic locations changed throughout the novel 
depending on which era and family generation was being 
highlighted. Initially, the family saga began with the 
capture of Muhammad Bilal from Sierra Leone in West Africa 
and his assumed relocation to America. The next period 
highlighted for the family took place at Curry Island, 
South Carolina. This was toward the end of slavery in the 
United States. 
Lizzy was the 13-year old female protagonist of the 
part of the story related to slavery in the United States. 
It was assumed that Lizzy identified as black because 
slaves on the plantation were referred to as black. There 
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was no mention of mixed ethnicity or Old Master Lewis in 
the habit of taking advantage of the slave women. 
A typical day for Lizzy was to tend to the needs of 
Miss Julia, the 17-year old daughter of Master Lewis. Lizzy 
had to be ready at Miss Julia’s beck-and-call, regardless 
of the time of day or night.  
Though narrated in third person, the story revolved 
around Lizzy’s thoughts, actions, and experiences. Lizzy 
was “adopted” by the Lewis family because her mother died 
(Myers, 1994, p. 35). Thus, Saran and Moses Lewis along 
with Grandma Dolly, adult slaves on the Live Oaks 
Plantation, took Lizzy in as their own. Not much more 
detail was provided for Lizzy’s mother or biological 
family, but it was clear that she was just as accepted as 
part of Saran’s family as anyone birthed into it. 
Lizzy’s relationships with Saran, her surrogate 
mother, and Grandma Dolly signaled a strong bond. Though 
Lizzy initially had a sisterly relationship to Saran’s and 
Moses’ sons, there was a hint of a crush for their 16-year 
old son Lem, a runaway from the Live Oaks Plantation. 
Lizzy’s relationship with Miss Julia was tenuous at 
best, with Miss Julia using manipulation and shallow 
promises in attempts to extract information from her about 
slave happenings. Lizzy was somewhat enamored with Miss 
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Julia and thought her to be pretty and she “liked to see 
her dressed up” (Myers, 1994, p. 22). In some ways, Lizzy’s 
adolescence reflected an immaturity. For example, she 
wanted to believe that Miss Julia might actually parade her 
around the streets of Johnson City in fine dresses. 
Lizzy was not educated to read and write. However, it 
was evident that she learned a lot about how she should 
manage herself on the Live Oaks Plantation. We would label 
these life skills today. The women especially took note to 
constantly warn Lizzy about being careful of what she 
revealed to Miss Julia.  
Religion was part of life on the Live Oaks Plantation, 
but Walter Dean Myers did not develop a deep understanding 
of the role spirituality played in Lizzy’s life or in the 
lives of any particular characters that may have impacted 
Lizzy. Spirituals were sung in the field and sung when the 
slave catchers returned with Lem after his unsuccessful 
attempt to run away. There were brief references that the 
Sabbath was celebrated (but not how it was celebrated), 
such as the slaves knowing something was wrong when they 
were all called into the field one Sunday only to witness 
the torture of Lem as he was dragged back to the plantation 
by the overseer. 
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Lem and his uncle Joshua (Moses’ brother) ran away as 
a form of resistance to bondage, but Lem was caught and 
brought back by overseer Master Joe Haynes. When Mr. Haynes 
had Lem beaten, dragged back to the plantation, and strung 
up on a post in the neighboring forest to be further dealt 
with the next day, Lizzy decided to sneak out in the middle 
of the night to water him and see how he was doing. Grandma 
Dolly stopped Lizzy before she left the quarters to talk to 
her about “almost being a woman,” making her own decision 
about seeing Lem, and thinking through the consequences if 
she were caught. This dilemma punctuated the harsh 
realities of risking one’s own welfare to help loved ones 
who were treated in brutal and inhumane ways.  
Lizzy took the risk and was caught trying to help Lem. 
Joshua saved Lizzy and Lem, but they all ended up needing 
to run away together after battling Mr. Haynes. These 
scenes were examples of Myers allowing his female 
characters to exhibit agency and engage in complex 
decision-making. It also shed light on the female 
relationships that generations formed with each other. 
Female slaves and slaves in general implemented some 
coping mechanisms. The main way in which the female slaves 
on Live Oaks Plantation seemed to cope with their existence 
was to look out for each other and secretly inform one 
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another about goings-on. When a slave was whipped, the 
women slaves were ready to aid him (or her) with salves to 
nurse the wounds. Lizzy specifically exercised initiative 
when she decided to visit Lem upon strong recommendation to 
weigh the price of this decision carefully. When confronted 
by Master Haynes and being accused of trying to free Lem, 
Lizzy endured lashes from the whip and fled from her 
oppressor to seek freedom for herself while trying to do it 
in a way that kept the only family she had (Lem and Joshua) 
together. 
General treatment on the plantation sometimes included 
physical brutality. For instance, physical abuse was 
guaranteed if a slave ran away or was considered stepping 
out of their place. Severe punishment of a runaway was a 
method to instill fear and control over the other slaves 
(Franklin & Schweninger, 1999). The whipping of a slave 
named Bill ensued when he got mad about being asked to do 
more work after a long, cold day in the field (Myers, 1994, 
p. 38). Another example is that Miss Julia would slap Lizzy 
when they played together sometimes – apparently for no 
reason and just because she could (Myers, 1994, p. 38). 
Lizzy had not been whipped in the way that runaways were 
typically whipped, but she received whippings from Miss 
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Julia’s grandmother if she made mistakes helping out in the 
kitchen (p. 38).  
Though not explicitly stated, the mental abuse was 
just as damaging as the physical abuse – e.g. watching 
family members beaten and tortured in your presence and not 
being able to show emotion, constantly being degraded and 
considered lower than human (with farm animals sometimes 
receiving more humane treatment than the slaves), living 
under the constant threat of being hurt or killed, etc.  
Myers (1994) offered a broad sense of what slavery was 
like for females on this plantation. His manner of writing 
was engaging. As a reader, I immediately connected to 
Lizzy. Myers’ writing from the vantage point of a female 
protagonist also allowed the reader to view life on Live 
Oaks through the experiences of a girl who had endured a 
slice of life within the confines of slavery that was 
different from the experiences of her mother. Yet, Lizzy 
still came to the realization that what was happening in 
her life was inherently wrong and no less deserving of the 
risk of freedom. Lizzy’s bold and brave decision started 
what would become a family legacy that would carry with it 
both the hope of freedom and leftover fragments of bondage 
through to present day (1990s) Harlem for the Lewis family. 
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Summary. The authors and the literature I highlighted 
in this chapter were selected based on their writing of 
historical fiction with specific focus on portrayals of 
chattel slavery in the United States. The authors 
highlighted in this study have a proven track record in the 
writing community for children, which is evidenced by their 
breadth of published material and the respect their work 
has received as noted by the accolades and/or numerous 
awards won for their work. The Author profiles provided a 
glimpse into the lives and writing philosophies, 
ideologies, &/or inspirations of the writers whose work is 
analyzed in this study.  
Overall, a greater number of African American women 
have written literature for children about slavery than 
African American men. Likewise, the number of children’s 
books on this topic featuring a female protagonist or main 
character is greater in works written by African American 
female writers than African American male authors. 
Regardless of how sparse the quantity of children’s 
literature on slavery written by African American authors 
in general, all of the authors in this study provided 
insight into the vast array of slave experiences with well-
researched portrayals. 
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION 
The experiences of female slaves as portrayed by the 
African American children’s authors in this study, 
reflected the spectrum of oppression these women and girls 
endured and the complexities that accompanied their 
existence in America. I set out to compare the female 
perspectives and experiences that are available to middle-
level readers in historical fiction about chattel slavery 
in the United States to discover whether or not there were 
differences in the portrayals by African American female 
authors compared to those of African American male authors. 
In her book, African American Women Writers’ 
Historical Fiction, Nunes (2011) studied the way in which 
African American women writers have connected history and 
literature to create works “from the point of view of the 
silenced female” and how they have provided a different 
narrative about the American experience (p. 3). Nunes 
analyzed five novels of historical fiction that represented 
the slave experiences of African American females as 
written about by African American women: Jubilee by 
Margaret Walker (1966), Corregidora by Gayl Jones (1975), 
Dessa Rose by Sherley Anne Williams (1986), Beloved by Toni 
Morrison (1987), and Stigmata by Phyllis Perry (1998).  
  317	  
Nunes (2011) wrote that black female writers have been 
encouraged “to revise and redefine a history that they view 
as largely lost or misconstrued” (p. 3). The purpose of the 
work she completed was to contextualize these benchmark 
novels into their role as central to the African American 
literary tradition and to examine how this genre of slave 
literature has been “reimagined by contemporary authors” 
(p. 6). Nunes differentiated the authors of these five 
novels from the work of nineteenth century writings such as 
Minnie’s Sacrifice (Harper, 1869), Iola Leroy (Harper, 
1892), and Contending Forces (Hopkins, 1900), the latter of 
which Nunes (2011) described as didactic, confined to the 
conventions of their time, and whose characters were 
typically educated, light enough to pass for white, and 
more reminiscent of the black middle-class of their time 
for which the authors seemed preoccupied (p. 5). 
As a general rule, the authors in this study 
represented more similarities than differences in their 
portrayals of slavery and in representations of female 
slaves. There were a couple differences outlined in the 
study in which African American male authors diverged from 
African American female authors in portrayals of black 
females. These similarities and differences respond to the 
second research question for this study and are presented 
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in this chapter as exposition that corresponds to charts in 
chapter 7. 
Similarities and Differences in Portrayals of Slavery and 
Female Slave experiences Between African American Female 
Authors and African American Male Authors 
Time Periods. The children’s books examined in this 
research covered a span of time during chattel slavery in 
the United States that ranged from the Middle Passage 
through the Reconstruction era and beyond. The first 
Africans arrived on U.S. soil in Jamestown, Virginia in 
1619 in various levels of servitude. They were not legally 
slaves but more like indentured servants (Bennett, 1982, p. 
29; Franklin & Moss, 1988, p. 53; Smedley & Smedly, 2012, 
p. 96-97). There is no specific date in which slavery 
replaced indentured servitude in the colonies; rather, it 
was a gradual process that happened “one person at a time, 
one law at a time, and sometimes one colony at a time” 
(WGBH Educational Foundation, 1998 & 1999, “From Indentured 
Servitude to Racial Slavery,” para. 1). By 1641, 
Massachusetts had become the first colony to legally 
recognize slavery; however, the transatlantic slave trade 
had been a growing business venture for Europeans like the 
Portuguese, British, French, and Dutch since the 16th 
century. Subsequently, many more Africans would survive the 
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Middle Passage and inhumanity of all kinds associated with 
their enslavement in the New World (Horton & Horton, 2005, 
Chapter 1, The Middle Passage: An Eyewitness Account 
section, Loc. 282-383, Kindle Paperwhite version). 
There were similarities for male and female authors in 
that most of the books in this study took place during the 
mid-1800s with a large focus on the antebellum and post-
bellum periods between the years 1859-1865. This period 
marked a time of extreme tension in United States. Several 
significant events occurred during these years, including 
President Lincoln signing the Emancipation Proclamation, 
the secession of southern states, and the Civil War.  
Glory Field (Myers, 1994) briefly began in Africa in 
the year 1743, fast-forwarded to 1864, and then followed a 
black family through several generations to 1994. Only one 
story, Copper Sun (Draper, 2006), took place entirely in 
the 18th century in the year 1738. The mid-1700s was a time 
of heavy slave trading. The Transatlantic Slave Trade, or 
Middle Passage, was devastating for Africans who were 
forcibly being transplanted from their home countries to 
the Americas. While Glory Field (Myers, 1994) offered a 
glimpse into the transition from Africa to America during 
the era of the transatlantic slave trade, only Copper Sun 
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(Draper, 2006) provided a detailed context for what the 
Middle Passage was like for Africans, particularly women. 
Geographic locations. Again, male and female authors 
set most of their stories in Virginia or the Carolinas. Of 
the twenty titles analyzed, three of them had main settings 
exclusively in Virginia: Eliza’s Freedom Road (Nolen, 2011, 
Kindle Paperwhite version), Silent Thunder (Pinkney, 1999), 
and A Picture of Freedom (McKissack, 1997). Seven of them 
took place in the Carolinas: one in North Carolina, Meet 
Addy (Porter, 1993a); and the other six in South Carolina, 
which were Glory Field (Myers, 1994), Copper Sun (Draper, 
2006), I Thought My Soul Would Rise and Fly (Hansen, 1997), 
and the three books in Hansen’s Obi and Easter trilogy. The 
Obi and Easter trilogy was mainly set on the Sea Islands 
off the coast of South Carolina. Glory Field and Copper Sun 
both started in Africa and then moved to South Carolina. 
Also, Show Way (Woodson, 2005) started in Virginia and 
quickly shifted to South Carolina.  
By the mid-1800s, the vast majority of slaves in the 
United States were found on cotton plantations while the 
rest were working on tobacco, rice, and sugar cane 
plantations (Franklin & Moss, 1988, p. 116). In Rice and 
Slaves, Daniel Littlefield (1981) established South 
Carolina as unique in location, climate, and African ethic 
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diversity, impacting the way in which slavery was 
instituted in that colony. Though I struggled with some of 
Littlefield’s discussion about slavery that seemed to 
minimize the psychological damage slavery had on Africans 
and blacks, his general commentary about the relationship 
between rice and the slaves of South Carolina was relevant. 
South Carolina is geographically distinctive, positioned 
along the Atlantic coastal plain with a chain of Sea 
Islands running parallel to its coast. Because the semi-
tropical climate helped rice grow well in that area, as 
well as in Georgia, it was important for plantation owners 
to obtain slave labor that knew how to cultivate the crop 
(King, 1995, p. 33, Kindle Paperwhite version; Littlefield, 
1981, p. 78). Plantation owners were willing to pay more 
for slaves from Sierra Leone because of their familiarity 
with growing rice, thus British slavers preferred slaves 
from this area. (Littlefield, 1981, p. 8-10). In the first 
book of the Obi and Easter trilogy, this was mentioned in a 
conversation between Obi and Buka, an African griot who 
told stories to Obi about his mother before she had been 
sold when Obi was younger. Buka said, “We was growin’ rice 
in Africa too. That’s why these Carolina slavers like to 
steal us coastal Africans” (Hansen, 1986, Chapter 2, July 
1861 section, para. 14, Loc. 127, Kindle Paperwhite 
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version). This was one example of how the context for which 
slaves existed in South Carolina related to the experiences 
of characters in the Obi and Easter trilogy by Joyce 
Hansen. 
Joseph Opala (n.d.), an American anthropologist who 
received a grant in 1977 from the U.S. National Endowment 
for the Humanities to study the link between Sierra Leone 
and the Gullah culture (section “About the Author”), 
created an online resource for the Gilder Lehrman Center 
for the Study of Slavery, Resistance, and Abolition that 
explained that Gullah people were direct descendants of the 
Africans from Sierra Leone who slaved in the rice fields of 
South Carolina; and, the Gullah have retained much of the 
English-based Creole language (section “Introduction,” 
para. 3). Part of the reason the Gullah people have been 
able to maintain a remnant of their culture and language is 
that during their enslavement they became a numerical 
majority and were largely isolated from whites because 
white planters, who were more susceptible to tropical 
diseases, moved their homes away from the rice plantations 
and were often known to “leave their farms altogether 
during the rainy autumn and summer months when fever ran 
rampant” (section “Origin of the Gullah,” para. 2 & 3). 
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One book, Day of Tears (Lester, 2005), has its setting 
in Georgia. Not all of the books took place in the South. 
Elijah of Buxton (Curtis, 2007) is set mainly in Ontario, 
Canada on the Elgin Settlement of Buxton (also called 
Raleigh). However, there is a portion of the story in which 
Elijah travels to the United States on a personal mission, 
at which point the setting changed to Detroit, Michigan, 
which is significant because it was one of the last stops 
slaves, made before reaching freedom in Canada (Detroit 
Historical Society, 2014, section “Underground Railroad,” 
para. 1). 
The Addy® Collection consists of six books; the first 
one was primarily set on a North Carolina tobacco 
plantation until Addy and her mother escape to 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Therefore, the last five books 
of the series are set completely in Philadelphia. According 
to Hine & Thompson (1998), experts on the history of 
African American women, “Philadelphia relied on slavery, 
but it was never comfortable with the institution” (p. 35). 
By 1833, a moderate group of abolitionists had formed the 
American Anti-Slavery Society in Philadelphia (Franklin & 
Moss, 1988, p. 161-162). Other anti-slavery organizations 
such as the Free African Society of Philadelphia also 
sprung up in the Philadelphia, Boston, and New York areas 
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(Franklin & Moss, 1988, p. 164). At the time that Addy 
would have escaped in 1864, the abolitionist movement would 
have been well underway in Philadelphia. In book two of the 
Addy Collection® titled Addy Learns a Lesson (Porter, 
1993), the “A Peek into the Past” feature that accompanies 
each book in the series, provided the backdrop for the 
story by outlining the activism of blacks in Philadelphia 
in establishing schools reminiscent of the one Addy 
attended when she and mother escaped to Philadelphia (p. 
66-67). Educating newly freed or escaped slaves was a 
priority and a key aspect of teaching blacks how to live in 
freedom. Porter summarized this in the final statement of 
this particular “A Peek into the Past” section: “By the 
time Addy was in school, thousands of blacks had learned to 
read and write. They knew that education meant true freedom 
– that education opened the door to better jobs and better 
lives” (p. 69). 
Lastly, some of Lester’s short stories have undefined 
or fictionalized plantation settings, and the settings vary 
depending on the short story. A few of the stories revealed 
distinct settings, which I discuss in the individual 
analyses of Long Journey Home (Lester, 1972) and This 
Strange New Feeling (Lester, 1982).  
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Age(s) of protagonist or main female character. 
Another similarity between African American male and female 
authors is that typically the ages of the protagonists in 
these stories were around the age of the reader for which 
the stories were intended. The range of protagonists was 
predominantly between ages 10 and 15, with the exception of 
Addy, who started the series at about age 9 and declared a 
birthdate in which she turned 10 years old in book four, 
Happy Birthday, Addy! (Porter, 1994a). Not all of the 
novels focused solely on pre-adolescent or adolescent 
protagonists. For instance, Lester’s short stories were 
mainly stories of slavery relating to adult men, with a 
couple of minor exceptions. 
Ethnic identities. Novels by both male and female 
authors contained characters who referred to themselves or 
where referred to by others as black(s). Characters were 
referred to as African in cases in which the character came 
to the United States directly from Africa such as in Copper 
Sun (Draper, 2006). The term ‘Negro’ was occasionally used. 
Some authors never used the word ‘nigger’ in their books. 
Though there was an entire scene of Elijah of Buxton 
(Curtis, 2007) devoted to discussion of not using the word 
‘nigger’, Elijah never actually got the whole word out of 
his mouth. He was only able to say “nigg—“ before Mr. Leroy 
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backhanded him. ‘Nigger’ was used only three times 
throughout the entire Obi and Easter trilogy and only three 
times did the word occur in Copper Sun. However, Julius 
Lester did not shy away from using the moniker. The label 
‘nigger’ was used in one of his short stories when a white 
character was referring to a slave, and it was used 
frequently in Day of Tears (2005).  
The term Gullah was not used in the Obi and Easter 
trilogy to describe any group of black people, yet it was 
suggested, with particular clues relating to geographic 
location and language. The term ‘black’ or ‘blacks’ was 
predominantly used to label slaves. The term ‘Negro’ was 
used once when Confederate soldiers questioned Master 
Jennings’ cruel brother, Wilson, about how many Negroes 
they have that could be volunteered to help with the 
Confederate cause (Hansen, 1986, Chapter 4, para. 12, Loc. 
383, Kindle Paperwhite version). 
Typical day, type of work, or role(s) on the 
plantation. Continuing to find more similarities amongst 
authors in this study than differences, the typical roles 
portrayed for the enslaved female characters in many of the 
books were as caretakers for the slaveholder’s children, 
house servants, or field workers. It was not uncommon for 
slave girls to begin their caretaking duties at a young age 
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(King, 2005, p. 34; Fox-Genovese, 1988, Chapter 3, Loc. 
2859 & 2950, Kindle Paperwhite version). Some of the 
stories in this study included a black female 
protagonist/character whose main role had been in the 
capacity of personal servant and playmate (“pet”) of the 
master’s children.  
The power differential that was encouraged and enacted 
in slaveholding families was perpetuated in various ways. 
King (2005) described the interactions between enslaved and 
slaveholding children of the South from her book African 
American Childhoods. King (2005) recounted how slaveholding 
parents did not want their children associating with the 
slave children because of their self-perceived superiority, 
especially if the slave children and the slaveholder’s 
children had the same father (p. 27). King corroborated 
this fact and said, “The roles played by black and white 
children indicate that they were indeed aware of 
differences in their positions based upon color and status” 
(p. 30). 
In other situations, the enslaved characters worked in 
and around the kitchen and/or did the cleaning in the 
master’s house. Chores might include feeding chickens, 
gathering eggs, milking cows, churning butter, spinning and 
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weaving (King, 1995, p. 29 & 30, Kindle Paperwhite 
version).  
In a few instances, children were expected to work in 
the field right alongside the adults, and the work was not 
gender-specific (King, 1995, p. 31, Kindle Paperwhite 
version). In Meet Addy (Porter, 1993a), Addy worked in the 
tobacco fields de-worming the plants at age nine (Porter, 
1993a, p. 10). King (1995) described: 
Tobacco, a demanding crop, requires careful 
cultivation. Hands cropped the center stalk from 
each plant to prevent seed formation. As this 
work progressed, children were ever mindful of 
breaking leaves off, which meant certain 
punishment. Many ex-slaves vividly recalled 
worming tobacco, a most unpleasant chore (p. 31, 
Kindle Paperwhite version). 
 
In the third chapter of book one in the Addy series, Addy 
was working in the field helping to remove worms from the 
tobacco plants. She started daydreaming and was not paying 
close attention to her work, leaving worms on some of the 
plants. The overseer punished her: 
Holding her [Addy] wrists in one of his large 
hands, he opened his other hand. Addy saw what he 
held – live worms. Worms that Addy had missed. 
The overseer forced open her mouth and stuffed 
the still-twisting [sic] and wiggling worms 
inside. 
 Addy began choking. 
 “Eat them!” the overseer growled. “Chew them 
up – every last one of them. If you don’t, I’ll 
get some more.” 
 Addy gagged as the worms’ juicy bodies burst 
in her mouth.  
  329	  
 “That’ll teach you to mind your work,” the 
overseer snapped. He shoved her away. Addy 
crumpled to the ground as he turned to leave 
(Porter, 1993a, p. 23-24). 
 
When Obi and Easter were slaves working on the South 
Carolina plantation that Master John and Mistress Martha 
Jennings own, they were field slaves, also. As a small 
child, Jason fetched water for the field workers. The 
Jennings place was a tobacco plantation like the one on 
which Addy resided, but it was located in South Carolina 
located about thirty miles from Charleston (Hansen, 1986, 
Chapter 2, Loc. 114, Kindle Paperwhite version). 
Eventually, even Jason began to work in the tobacco fields 
like Addy had to do in Meet Addy (1993a), (Hansen, 1986, 
Chapter 3, para. 58, Loc. 311, Kindle Paperwhite version). 
This was not uncommon for young slaves to end up working 
right alongside adults in the field.  
Jason slept in the barn loft, and Easter and Jason 
slept in the house. Sleeping in the house gave Easter 
opportunities to hear about happenings with Master and 
Mistress Jennings. Easter also did work around the house 
such as cooking and baking. Obi was skilled as a carpenter 
and Jennings often hired him out to the neighboring 
Phillips plantation to earn extra money. King (2005) noted 
that owning skilled slaves was a profitable endeavor for 
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slave owners. In particular, carpenters were extremely 
necessary on tobacco plantations because many laths were 
needed to dry and cure the tobacco (p. 37, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). 
Female slaves on the Phillips plantation worked in the 
spinning house (Hansen, 1986, Chapter 6, para. 25, Loc. 
669, Kindle Paperwhite version), or older female slaves 
watched children in the nursery while their mothers worked 
in the field (Chapter 6, para. 37, Loc. 683, Kindle 
Paperwhite version).  
The general distinction between slaves as either house 
slaves or field slaves was somewhat flexible (Fox-Genovese, 
1988, Chapter 3, para. 46, Loc. 3256, Kindle Paperwhite 
version). House slaves could get sent to the field as 
punishment for not performing their jobs well or because 
they were no longer needed to work in the Big House. 
Likewise, field slaves could end up working as house 
servants, though this was less common. In the book A 
Picture of Freedom (McKissack, 1997), a slave named Eva Mae 
and her daughter, Missy, are brought from the field to take 
over the cooking after Master Henley removed Aunt Tee as 
cook (p. 75). Master Henley no longer felt comfortable with 
Aunt Tee cooking because he had beaten her husband, Uncle 
Heb, to death. Master Henley blamed Uncle Eb for the horse 
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accident his son William had when he ran off on his own 
accord (p. 69). 
House servants enjoyed some special advantages such as 
access to more food (White, 1999, p. 155. Though they may 
not have had to labor in the fields all day under the hot 
sun, their work in the house also had its disadvantages. In 
A Picture of Freedom (McKissack, 1997), Spicy was purposely 
trying to get sent to the fields to get away from Master 
Henley and Miz Lilly. Clotee, the protagonist, thought 
Spicy had chosen a silly way to do it. In one journal entry 
she wrote: 
I almost died of fear when Spicy spilled gravy on 
the guest’s dress, broke a plate, and chipped a 
cup while servin’ dinner. I thought Miz Lilly was 
goin’ to kill her. Miz Lilly promised her guests: 
“She’s goin’ straight to the tobacco fields 
tomorrow” (p. 31-32). 
 
House servants were at the mercy of the master and his 
family. In a brutal scene from Copper Sun (Draper, 2006), 
Amari, the protagonist, was helping to serve food for 
Master Derby and his family when she tripped and fell with 
a platter of blackberry pie. Grave punishment ensued 
(abridged): 
“You stupid black wench!” he [Master Derby] 
roared. “Lena, go get my whip!”  
 
 Coiled like a snake, the whip was made of 
leather. The tip of the lash was laced with wire.  
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 Mr. Derby grasped the handle, drew his arm 
back, and fiercely brought the braided lash of it 
across Amari’s back. She screamed, twisting with 
pain at his feet. Again he beat her. And again. 
Seven times he thrashed her. Ten. Twelve. The 
back of her new housemaid uniform was ripped to 
shreds, stained with her blood (Draper, 2006, p. 
145) 
 
After Master Derby’s wife, Isabelle, finally stopped him 
from continuing to beat Amari, he scolded Polly for not 
being responsible for her. Then, he told Polly and the 
other slaves in the room, “Clean the floor, then tend to 
her wounds. As soon as she’s healed, she goes to the rice 
fields to replace Hildy” (Cooper, 2006, p. 146). 
 Fox-Genovese (1988) discussed the constant threat of 
cruelty and violence that slave women were confronted with 
on a regular basis, and asserted that the violence men 
issued to slaves often went unchecked and did not require 
much provocation if any at all (Chapter 3, para. 83, Loc. 
3675, Kindle Paperwhite version). Slaves, such as the Spicy 
in A Picture of Freedom (McKissack, 1997), preferred to 
work in the field so that they would not be subject to the 
constant, looming danger and violent whims of their slave 
owners.  
Family. Strong family bonds permeated throughout all 
of the books in this study. Even in cases where families 
were separated, evidence of strong kinship existed (Berlin, 
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Favreau, & Miller, 1996). For example, in Hansen’s Obi and 
Easter trilogy, the characters Obi, Easter, and Jason were 
the only slaves the Jennings owned. Consequently, the three 
of them were extremely close. It was this strong connection 
that fueled their desire to be together again after they 
split up to find freedom. According to Blassingame (1979), 
historian and writer, the black family was a source of 
strength, survival, and self-esteem; it was also an 
important mechanism for survival (p. 151).  
In many instances, portrayals of slave families in the 
books for this study did not necessarily mean biological 
kin. There were several instances in which the protagonist 
did not know her real parents. Other times, the parents of 
the protagonists had been sold, as was the case with 
Eliza’s mother in Eliza’s Freedom Road (Nolen, 2011, 
Chapter - Life with Abbey in Virginia, Tuesday, February 
21, 1854, Alexandria, Virginia section, para. 1, Loc. 106, 
Kindle Paperwhite version). Elijah from Elijah of Buxton 
(Curtis, 2007) is the only character to have both 
biological parents throughout the entire story. In Silent 
Thunder (Pinkney, 1999), Summer and Rosco still lived with 
their mother on the plantation. In Day of Tears (Lester, 
2005) Mattie and Will live with their daughter, Emma, on 
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the Butler Plantation until Master Pierce Butler sells Emma 
at the historic slave auction.  
Relationships with others. All authors highlighted in 
this study portrayed an array of relationships, whether it 
was between the slaves and the slave owners, between the 
slave owners and their families or those outside their 
immediate families, or amongst the slaves. The gist of 
every story in this analysis was centered on relationships.  
For example, in the Obi and Easter trilogy by Joyce 
Hansen, the Jennings did not have children of their own, 
and Hansen (1986) hinted that this may have been part of 
the reason that they did not abuse Obi, Easter, and Jason. 
Though the Jennings did not abuse their slaves, their 
relationship with Master Jennings’ brother, Wilson, was 
quite contentious. Wilson was mean and kept a watchful eye 
on them whenever he came to stay at the plantation, which 
was regularly once it was clear that war was imminent. 
Wilson acted as an overseer, and after a confrontation with 
Obi, Master Jennings allowed him to whip Obi and Easter. 
Obi and Easter also had casual relationships with the 
slaves on the neighboring Phillips plantation, which was 
larger plantation. Jason liked to visit the Phillips 
plantation because there were other children his age to 
play with there. Sometimes Obi was hired out to Master 
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Phillips for carpentry work, and Easter was occasionally 
called over to help in the kitchen at the Phillips place 
where she built a long-lasting friendship with a teenage 
slave named Rose.  
Obi had a special relationship with Buka, who was 
called the Old African. Buka was a type of griot, and Obi 
cherished his time him: 
Obi loved that time, with Buka telling stories 
while they picked tobacco leaves. Back then, 
there was no Wilson around to bother them. 
Now that Buka was very old and weak, slaves 
from the neighboring farms and plantations 
visited him, bringing food and news. 
To the whites, he was merely an old slave 
who’d outlived his usefulness. To the blacks, he 
was an African elder deserving respect for having 
lived so long and survived so much. (Hansen, 
1986, Chapter 3, para. 70-72, Loc. 325, Kindle 
Paperwhite version).  
 
It was Buka who orchestrated their initial escape, and Obi 
remained faithful to Buka until he died in the Confederate 
camp to which they were captured and taken. 
Amongst the slaves, relationships varied depending on 
their situation. On one hand, the relationships amongst 
slaves could be quite close-knit as in the case with Obi 
and Easter, where everyone helps each other against the 
common enemy, an oppressive slave master or brutal 
overseer. Slaves existed harmoniously together and worked 
on one accord against their slaveholders. Hine & Thompson 
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asserted that black mothers taught their children to help 
other slaves and not tell white people anything about other 
slaves that could get them harmed (p. 72). In Copper Sun 
(Draper, 2006), the slaves worked together to help each 
other, almost to the death, when Amari, Polly, Teenie, and 
other slaves worked together to prevent Master Derby from 
finding out the truth about the pregnancy of his wife, 
Isabelle. This does not mean that the characters always got 
along with each other or agreed on everything; but the 
portrayals of the relationships by male and female authors 
were primarily cooperative and out of necessity for 
survival. 
In other instances, there was competition to get in 
the good graces and favor of the master or mistress. In 
these cases, distrust was fostered amongst the slaves 
fueled by the bribes of the slaveholders. In A Picture of 
Freedom (McKissack, 1997), Missy, once a friend of Clotee, 
was moved from the fields to work in the Big House. Miz 
Lilly was able to bribe her with gifts in exchange for 
information about what the slaves were doing and saying. 
Nobody trusted Missy anymore because they knew that she 
received those gifts as reward for tattling on the rest of 
them (p. 79).  
  337	  
Relationships between slaves and slave owners were 
antagonistic as well. Typically, slaves were at the mercy 
of the slave owners. In no case did authors in this study 
portray slaves as satisfied with their condition. All were 
cognizant that their enslavement was an extreme violation 
of their rights. Even if they did not realize it at first, 
they soon realized it. In Day of Tears, this realization 
crystallized for Mattie and Will when Master Butler 
unexpectedly sold their daughter, Emma. Initially, Will and 
Mattie thought that they had been treated well by Master 
Butler, and they overestimated his loyalty to them.  
This is one element for which I noted a difference in 
the way in which African American males and African 
American female authors portrayed relationships between 
blacks, particularly males and females. The few African 
American male authors portrayed more contention and strife 
between blacks males and females. For instance, Julius 
Lester wrote numerous short stories that portrayed negative 
relationships in which there was little respect shown to 
black women from black men as with Rambler in “Satan on my 
Track.” Even in Lester’s love stories from Where the Sun 
Lives (Lester, 1982) portrayed the love relationship 
between Maria and Forrest as slave and master. Christopher 
Paul Curtis also portrayed Elijah’s contempt for his female 
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nemesis, Emma, as if the problem lied with Emma not Elijah. 
Walter Dean Myers was the only African American male author 
to provide the portrayal of his female protagonist’s 
relationships with two male characters, Lem and Jason, as 
supportive and collaborative. African American female 
authors represented a more balanced array of relationship 
dynamics. 
Language. The language spoken by slaves was a form of 
what we now refer to as African American Vernacular English 
(AAVE) or Black English (Dillard, 1972). Some authors, such 
as Christopher Paul Curtis, relied more heavily on 
vernacular English than the other authors in the study; 
however, all authors in this study used it to represent 
language use by slaves.  
Hansen (1986) captured the concept of the Gullah 
language and its connection to the Sea Islands by making 
references to the discrepancies in the language of the main 
characters, Obi and Easter, and some of the other 
characters they encountered in the story. In Which Way 
Freedom? Obi met a fellow black soldier named Thomas who 
would become a close friend. The narration stated: “Obi 
still hadn’t gotten used to seeing Thomas’s rich, brown 
face and hearing the nasal Yankee accent coming out of is 
full African mouth” (Loc. 51, Kindle Paperwhite version). 
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The language in the Addy® books was reminiscent of 
what current users of AAVE might refer to as Ebonics, in 
which certain grammatical structures are modified such as 
the elimination of linking verbs in sentences, such as 
forms of be (Smitherman, 1977, p. 19). For example, Addy 
and her family might say, “You awake?” instead of saying, 
“Are you awake?” Another example of this common grammatical 
characteristic is in Glory Field (Myers, 1994) when Lem and 
Lizzy have a conversation while on the run after escaping 
from their plantation. Both characters omitted the verb 
form of be in this excerpt: 
“Lem, you scared?” Lizzy called out after 
Joshua was out of earshot. 
“Naw,” Lem called back. “We free, that’s the 
onliest thing that matters to me. I’d rather die 
than go back to them fields again. How about 
you?” (p. 57) 
 
In general, when black dialect was depicted as the 
language used by the slaves in books for this study, it 
aligned with the syntax, grammar, and pronunciation system 
of African American Vernacular English.  
Genovese (1972) discussed the role of language for 
blacks as soon as they touched the shores of European 
countries and America at the time of their enslavement in 
the new world. Though slavers wanted to minimize 
communication amongst slaves, they experienced challenges 
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doing so because Africans created their own versions of the 
English language that included pidgin English, pidgin 
French, and pidgin Portuguese – based on English vocabulary 
and most likely “West African grammatical influences and 
tonal characteristics” (p. 432, Kindle Paperwhite version). 
Once on a plantation, fellow enslaved brothers and sisters 
taught them further oral uses of English for communication 
amongst each other in the slave community. 
Genovese (1972) detailed special characteristics and 
pronunciations of southern speech that has been influenced 
by Africans, though this fact had been denied until 
recently such as git for get and use of words such as tote 
and darlin instead of darling (dropping the final g) or ax 
instead of ask (p. 432). Features of original Black English 
Genovese (1972) highlighted, which he called slave speech, 
include (some of which are often used in modern Black 
English): 
(a) Elimination of “to be” verb forms. 
Example: He at home rather than He is at 
home. 
(b) No regard for gender pronouns. 
Example: Mary, he in cabin (p. 434). 
(c) Invariant use of pronoun forms. 
Example: He wife instead of His wife (p. 
434). 
(d) Adjacent use of pronouns and proper nouns. 
Example: Mary, he in cabin (p. 434). 
(e) Possession not demonstrated adding an 
apostrophe s. 
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Example: Bridgette phone on the desk instead 
of Bridgette’s phone is on the desk. 
(f) Use of no instead of not in certain 
statements as well as use of double or 
multiple negatives. 
Example: He no genius instead of He is not a 
genius. 
(g) Elimination of suffixes and consonant 
clusters. 
Example:   
(h) Use of “There go” and “Here go”. 
Example: Here go my cell phone. 
(i) Elimination of if. 
Example:  
(j) Forming plurals in nontraditional ways. 
 
Genovese (1972) stated that “more pronounced forms of Black 
English” were generally among the field slaves on the 
plantation (p. 438). And, although house slaves learned the 
English spoken by the whites in the big house, they also 
learned the variation of English spoken by their field 
slave counterparts. This was especially true in the Gullah-
Geechee regions of South Carolina and Georgia (p. 439). Not 
only did the house slaves learn to variation of English the 
field slaves spoke, they also brought “good” English to the 
field slaves (p. 439). 
Genovese (1972) discussed what he called the 
decreolization of Black English in which the language 
transformed into more standard forms English as post-
emancipation blacks wanted to overcome linguistic 
differences they considered the language of poverty and 
bondage; yet, they retained Black English as a unifying 
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remnant of their culture. Black English is still spoken 
today, and many blacks admit to code switching, or 
utilizing AAVE in informal environments for which others 
can freely speak the language without ridicule or 
reprimand. 
Education. Learning to read and write was an important 
aspect of most of the literature analyzed. Slaves wanted 
badly to learn to read and write, and they were portrayed 
as understanding the value of these literacy skills as 
related to freedom (Anderson, 1988). 
The protagonists in Elijah of Buxton (Curtis, 2007) 
knew how to read as free people on the Buxton settlement. 
In the Addy® series, Addy was able to go to school when she 
reached freedom in Philadelphia. In all of the other books, 
protagonists were on a quest to learn to read, or they had 
learned how to read and write and were keeping their skills 
hidden. Some slaves learned to read by outright being 
taught by a white person such as Eliza in Eliza’s Freedom 
Journal (Nolen, 2011). Other slaves learned to read 
secretly by picking up bits and pieces of literacy lessons 
that were taught in their presence. For example, Young 
Master William inadvertently taught his slave servant, 
Clotee, to read when she was present to fan him in the heat 
of spring during his lessons in the book A Picture of 
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Freedom (McKissack, 1997, p. 3 & 65). Yet, others learned 
to read through clandestine means of secretly being taught 
by another slave who had acquired some reading skills as in 
Silent Thunder (Pinkney, 1999) when Rosco taught his 
sister, Summer, to read from a book he stole from young 
Master Lowell.  
No matter how the slaves learned to read and write, 
they were very careful and secretive with this knowledge 
because it was against the law for slaves to know how to 
read and write (Anderson, 1988, Loc. 66, Kindle Paperwhite 
version). 
Spirituality. Surprisingly, this category was the one 
from which the least information was gleaned from the 
literature regardless on whether the author was male or 
female. With the importance of the black church 
historically and presently, it was surprising that not more 
was portrayed in the texts about the role of religion in 
the lives of the slaves. The importance of spirituality and 
religion was evident in the Obi and Easter trilogy because 
a church was one of the first buildings the characters and 
the escaped slaves built in their New Canaan community in 
the Sea Islands. In other texts, there were either a select 
few house slaves who traveled to church with the family who 
owned them, or there might be a plantation preacher amongst 
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the slaves who would hold Sunday worship down in the slave 
quarters and lead the attending slaves in singing 
spirituals.  
Silent Thunder (Pinkney, 1999) was the one book that 
more strongly related spirituality of the slaves to their 
longing for freedom. Overall, though, neither male nor 
female authors fully developed the connection of slavery 
and spirituality. 
Sexual experiences. Very few books in this analysis 
address the sexual experiences of slaves, and the only 
author to handle this topic with depth was Sharon Draper in 
Copper Sun (2006). Most likely the topic was deemed 
inappropriate for the target audience of readers. While 
other authors hinted at sexual experiences and violations 
experienced by female slaves, there were no explicit 
references to the sexual abuse that many female slaves 
endured on a regular basis. For example, in A Picture of 
Freedom (McKissack, 1997), Clotee was aware of the forced 
marriages Mas’ Henley required in order to “make strong 
babies” (Loc. 698, Kindle Paperwhite version). She 
determined in her mind that this would not be her fate when 
she wrote in her diary: “Is that goin’ to happen to me? 
When I come of age, is Mas’ Henley gon’ make me marry 
somebody just so I can have babies for him to own? I won’t 
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let that happen to me. I won’t (Loc. 709, Kindle Paperwhite 
version). Another example was in the Obi and Easter trilogy 
in which sexual experiences were not directly addressed, 
but there was evidence that black women had to be concerned 
about the possibility of sexual abuse. For instance, when 
Easter and Obi were first planning to escape, Buka urged 
Easter to dress as a boy to prevent any whites they ran 
into from taking advantage of her if they knew she was 
female. 
Resistance. Resistance measures portrayed in the 
literature ran the gamut, and there were several forms of 
resistance to slavery that were enacted by the enslaved. 
All of the books portrayed slaves who had to acquiesce at 
different times, because they did not have the power to 
fight against the master or overseer who could kill them at 
will. However, this did not mean that slaves did not find 
ways to fight back. 
Franklin and Schweninger (1999) published Runaway 
Slaves: Rebels on the Plantation, which won the 2000 
Lincoln Prize. In this study, several means of slave 
resistance were discussed such as damaging farm property, 
stealing, working slowly, and feigning illness (Loc. 231, 
Kindle Paperwhite version). Other slaves were more overt 
with their resistance measures. Bolder slaves were openly 
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defiant and violent, and sometimes slaves who were 
otherwise mild-mannered or obedience could reach a breaking 
point (Loc. 319, Kindle Paperwhite version).  
In book one of Joyce Hansen’s Obi and Easter trilogy, 
Obi was eventually forced to fight back against Wilson, 
Master Jennings’ cruel brother who liked to keep slaves in 
their place. The main form of resistance executed in this 
trilogy is the act of running away. The entire trilogy is 
about Obi, Easter, and Jason running to the Sea Islands to 
flee their life as someone else’s property, where the Union 
soldiers are stationed. Running away was an extremely risky 
and frightening proposition. A slave they knew from the 
Phillips plantation named Jeremiah had tried to escape, was 
caught, and brought back to be made an example of so as to 
deter other slaves from running.  
Teenie, the cook at the Derby Plantation in Copper Sun 
(Draper, 2006) worked diligently for Master Derby for all 
of her adult years and endured Young Master Derby torturing 
her son Tidbit as alligator bait. Teenie was finally 
brought to the breaking point when her son was sold. 
Excellent at cooking and using herbs of all kinds, she 
eventually poisoned Master Derby.  
In most of the stories, the slaves did not resort to 
physical altercations or murder. Learning to read was a 
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common form of resistance to the law that forbade it. Also, 
a prevalent means of resistance in the literature was for 
the characters to escape to freedom in the north (United 
States) or Canada.  
General treatment. The treatment of slaves as 
portrayed in the literature ranged from being treated 
“well” to being exposed to brutalities of all kinds, 
including rape. When slaves referred to themselves as being 
treated “well” in the literature, it meant that they were 
not beaten regularly and were fed enough to live on and 
clothed enough to cover their bodies against the elements. 
For instance, on the Jennings farm, Obi, Easter, and Jason 
were generally treated better than many other slaves. They 
ate the same food as the Jennings family, were not beaten, 
and were supplied with warm clothing during winter months. 
Master Jennings and Mistress Martha had no children of 
their own, and unlike his brother, Wilson, John Jennings 
was not comfortable as a master. His wife, Martha, did not 
approve of owning slaves (Hansen, 1986, Loc. 114, Kindle 
Paperwhite version).  
The portrayals in the texts for this study illustrated 
the potential for abuse, even in the “best” situations. 
Poor treatment of slaves was not minimized by any of the 
authors in the study. Even the Addy® series, which was 
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intended for the lower end of middle-level readers, did not 
hide the fact that overseers and masters could be 
unbelievably vile to their slaves. In several instances, 
families were split up because either the master sold a 
family member of a slave or because one or more slaves ran 
away.  
Both male and female authors portrayed slaves as being 
under constant fear of some type of brutality from their 
slaveholders; and, the authors made it clear that cruel 
treatment of slaves was commonplace regardless of gender or 
age. No matter how “well” the slaves were treated, the 
message was clear that the act of owning another person was 
inhumane. None of the authors understated this fact. 
Comparative Analyses  
The research questions that guided this study were 
twofold. First, it was necessary to explore the portrayals 
of slavery and female slave experiences in historical 
fiction for children written by African Americans. Second, 
the examination of selected titles gleaned trends in the 
categories outlined in chapter three. Hence, this section 
provides discussion of the analysis of the similarities and 
differences in portrayals of slavery and female slave 
experiences between African American female authors and 
African American male authors. 
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The analyses in this chapter present data in two ways: 
charts and exposition. The focus of the analyses is 
primarily on how African American female authors and 
African American male authors compare in their portrayals 
of the complexities of slavery and female slave experiences 
within historical fiction for middle-level children. Broad 
elements of the portrayals and general similarities are 
addressed. Exemplars are discussed in greater detail for 
certain categories. To analyze commonalities in portrayals, 
this study employed coding using the following categories:  
• Geographical location and time period  
• Age and ethnic identity of the protagonist or main 
character 
• Role of language  
• Education 
• Spirituality 
• Family structure 
• Relationships on the plantation 
• Typical work day/daily life 
• Sexual experiences 
• General treatment 
• Resistance  
 
Some of the categories are combined within the analyses 
because a logical or natural connection existed. For 
example, it made sense to combine analysis of general 
treatment and resistance because the enslaved or free 
blacks resisted their oppression in various ways. 
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Geographical Locations and Time Periods Portrayed by 
African American Authors. There were general similarities 
in the time periods for which slavery was portrayed in the 
selected titles. Most of the stories took place during the 
mid-1800s, typically during the antebellum and post-bellum 
periods between 1859 and 1865. This period marks a time of 
extreme tension in United States. Several significant 
events occurred during these years including Lincoln’s 
signing of the Emancipation Proclamation, the secession of 
southern states, and the Civil War. It makes sense to 
situate stories in this time period in which the fate of 
black people teetered between continued bondage and 
freedom. 
Consequently, variation in geographic location was 
more prevalent amongst African American female authors than 
African American male authors. African American female 
authors tended to locate their stories mainly in Virginia 
and South Carolina whereas African American male authors 
portrayed a greater variety of geographic locations (see 
Table 13). The main reason for the varied geographic 
locations is that two of the five titles by African 
American males are short story compilations for which each 
story contained in the book was set in a different 
location.  
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Lester’s short stories vary in time and place, or 
these elements are alluded to but not explicitly specified. 
In some cases, there are multiple locations for one story. 
In the foreward to his short story compilation, Long 
Journey Home, Lester (1972) wrote:  
For me these stories, and hundreds like them, 
comprise the essence of black history. They are 
not the great men and women who generally make up 
history as we know it. (Lester, 1972, “Foreward,” 
first page). 
 
 History is made by the many, whose 
individual deeds are seldom recorded and who are 
never known outside their own small circles of 
friends and acquaintances. It is merely 
represented by the “great figure,” who are 
symbols, reflectors of the history being made by 
the mass. (Lester, 1972, “Foreward,” second 
page). 
 
In the “Author’s Note” of Day of Tears (2005), Lester 
also stated: “History is not only an accounting of what 
happened when and where. It includes also the emotional 
biographies of those on whom history imposed itself with a 
cruelty that we can only dimly imagine” (p. 176). Thus, one 
hypothesis for the reason that Lester may have utilized 
varying or ambiguous locations and time periods is that he 
wanted the stories of what happened to black people and how 
they responded to their situations to foreground where and 
when. 
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Geographic location and time period is essential for 
any work of historical fiction, but these elements were 
critical for titles in which historical events were 
distinctly connected to specific dates and locations. For 
African American male authors, Elijah of Buxton (Curtis, 
2007), Day of Tears (Lester, 2005), and The Glory Field 
(Myers, 1994) all handle time period and/or location in 
significant ways. 
In Elijah of Buxton, the setting is mainly in Ontario, 
Canada. As a refuge for runaway slaves, the Buxton 
settlement was a destination the Underground Railroad 
(Public Broadcasting System, 1995-2013, section 
“Underground Railroad Settlements were located throughout 
Ontario, Canada”). When the story takes place in 1860, the 
Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 has been in effect for a decade, 
and slaves escaping North in the United States were in 
danger of being returned to bondage. Even free slaves 
living in the North were subject to kidnapping and being 
forced into slavery (Horton & Horton, 2005, p. 74; Johnson, 
Smith, & the WGBH Series Research Team, 1998, p. 296-298, 
351-352). Although a few short stories or novels in this 
study have settings in Canada, Elijah of Buxton is the only 
story to have its main setting there. 
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Lester located Day of Tears in Georgia. Because this 
story is based on an actual event that took place in 1859 
in Savannah, Georgia, it is an important one to highlight 
for this category. Day of Tears is Lester’s fictionalized 
account of the largest slave auction in U.S. history in 
which over 400 slaves were sold like cattle (Johnson, 
Smith, & the WGBH Series Research Team, 1998, p. 437-438). 
It was called “The Weeping Time” because torrential rains 
fell in Savannah at the start of the auction and did not 
cease until soon after the auction ended two days later (p. 
437). Thus, the term “the weeping time” serves as a 
metaphor that immortalizes the pain and suffering 
exemplified with this particular slave auction. Slaves in 
this auction had belonged to one of the wealthiest 
plantation owners of his time, Pierce Butler, who inherited 
the land and slaves. Pierce Butler, who had a penchant for 
gambling, lost so much money that he had to liquidate most 
of his assets, which included his land and the slaves who 
worked it. As a result of tensions and disparate views 
about slavery, Pierce and his wife, Frances Kemble, who was 
anti-slavery, ended their marriage in divorce (Public 
Broadcasting System, 1998b, para. 1). Kemble returned to 
England and later wrote about living on the Georgia 
plantation and the degradation of slaves she witnessed. Her 
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memoir titled Journal of a Residence on a Georgia 
Plantation, 1838-1839 was published in 1863. 
The Glory Field (Myers, 1994) and Copper Sun (Draper, 
2006) were the only two books in this study to take place 
in the 18th century, and they were the only books to portray 
characters’ experiences during the Trans-Atlantic Slave 
Trade, which was outlawed by the time the other stories in 
the study took place (Johnson, Smith, & the WGBH Series 
Research Team, 1998, p. 269). Myers’ work was the only book 
in the study to begin in the 18th century and later shift 
through two subsequent centuries as the narrative follows a 
family through to “present day” (in the mid-1990s) Harlem; 
thus, the book is dual genre, a combination of historical 
fiction and contemporary realistic fiction.  
Though Show Way (Woodson, 2005) is similar to Glory 
Field (Myers, 1994) because the story follows the black 
women of one family through seven generations; however, it 
does not begin with the Middle Passage. Rather, the story 
begins with Soonie’s great grandmother being sold from 
Virginia to a plantation in South Carolina. No date is 
provided as to when Soonie’s great grandmother was sold, 
but the year 1863 is when Soonie’s mother was born, which 
is the same year Soonie’s father was killed “running off to 
the north side of the war” (Woodson, 2005). The year 1863 
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is significant as the only date provided in this text 
because it was the year Lincoln freed all the slaves in 
rebellion states with the Emancipation Proclamation 
(Bolden, 2013) and explains the reason Soonie’s father 
would have been trying to run to the Union during the Civil 
War.  
Starting in the year 1753, The Glory Field (Myers, 
1994) opens with eleven-year-old Muhammad Bilal on a slave 
ship from Sierra Leone. The location of Sierra Leone is 
significant in that slave traders preferred Africans from 
this part of the continent because South Carolina 
plantation owners were willing to pay a premium for their 
expertise in cultivating rice, which was a staple crop of 
many South Carolina plantations (Littlefield, 1981, p. 8-
10). The combination of Sierra Leone heritage and life in 
the New World created the environment for the Gullah 
culture to thrive (Opala, n.d.). This distinctive group of 
African Americans still exists on the Sea Islands along the 
coast of South Carolina and Georgia. 
While The Glory Field began in the mid-1700s, Copper 
Sun took place entirely in the 18th century, specifically in 
the year 1738. This year is significant to the story 
because in 1738, Spanish Florida promised freedom and land 
to runaway slaves (Johnson, Smith, & the WGBH Series 
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Research Team, 1998, p. 93-96). Amari, the protagonist of 
the story, escaped from South Carolina to Fort Mose, 
Florida. This is the only novel in which the enslaved 
character(s) escaped south instead of to the north. Fort 
Mose was became a refuge for former slaves, particularly 
those from South Carolina; it was also a last line of 
defense to protect St. Augustine against the British in the 
1700s (Berlin, 1998, p. 72-76). The author, Sharon Draper, 
offered her own discussion of the time and geographic 
location of Copper Sun in the “Afterword”:  
In 1738, when the story takes place, the United 
States did not yet exist. There were a series of 
loosely connected colonies, most of which were 
ruled by England. The area known as Florida, 
however, was controlled by Spain, which made for 
some lively clashes and political posturing 
between the two countries (Draper, 2006, 
“Afterword,” first page). 
 
African American male authors were more diverse in 
geographic locations for their stories, and African 
American females tended to set their stories primarily in 
Virginia or the Carolinas, particularly South Carolina. 
Myers was the only African American male author to locate 
part of his story in South Carolina. While six of the books 
by African American female authors used a setting in South 
Carolina for part of or the entire story. The Obi and 
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Easter trilogy is an exemplar for its dependence on the 
South Carolina/Sea Islands location.  
The opening and closing scenes, or the first and the 
last chapters, in book one of the Obi and Easter trilogy 
portray Obi, a runaway slave, as a Union soldier stationed 
at Fort Pillow, Tennessee. April 12, 1864 Fort Pillow was 
the date and site of the Fort Pillow Massacre, in which 
Confederate troops under General Forrest moved in on Union 
troops stationed there. At least half of those troops were 
made up of black men (A & E Television Networks, 1996-
2012b, sectison “Fort Pillow Massacre: April 12, 1864,” 
para. 1). Following the Fort Pillow scenes, the story 
flashes back to July 1861 on a South Carolina plantation 
where Hansen (1986) provided the back-story of events that 
led up to April 12, 1864 at Fort Pillow. 
What made this particular attack so controversial, and 
thus a massacre, is that typically the enemy took prisoners 
of war when battles were won and the opposing side 
surrendered. In this case, General Forrest, a former slave 
trader, was incensed that black troops were fighting; and, 
he killed them instead of taking them as prisoners (Horton 
& Horton, 2005, p. 202-203). In Hansen’s portrayal, Obi 
escapes the brutal massacre.  
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The heart of the story takes place over the span of a 
decade between 1861-1871, partly in book one, with Easter 
and other slaves on a neighboring South Carolina plantation 
escaping to the Union-occupied Sea Islands, and also in 
books two and three where Easter and the other escaped 
slaves carve out a community for themselves on the Islands 
called New Canaan. New Canaan is a fictitious location, but 
there were locations like it in the South Carolina Sea 
Islands for which the African influence was demonstrated 
(Wood, 1974).  
In Rice and Slaves, Daniel Littlefield (1981) 
established South Carolina as unique in location, climate, 
and African ethnic diversity, which impacted the way in 
which slavery was instituted in that colony. South Carolina 
is geographically distinctive, positioned along the 
Atlantic coastal plain with a chain of Sea Islands running 
parallel to its coast. Because the semi-tropical climate 
helped rice grow well in that area, as well as in Georgia, 
it was important for plantation owners to obtain slave 
labor that knew how to cultivate the crop (King, 1995, p. 
33, Kindle Paperwhite version; Littlefield, 1981, p. 78). 
During the slave trade, British slavers preferred Africans 
from Sierra Leone and Gambia because white plantation 
owners from South Carolina were willing to pay more money 
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for slaves from these areas where they were familiar with 
growing rice (Littlefield, 1981, p. 8-10). 
Joseph Opala (n.d.), an American anthropologist who 
received a grant in 1977 from the U.S. National Endowment 
for the Humanities to study the link between Sierra Leone 
and the Gullah culture (section “About the Author”), 
created an online resource for the Gilder Lehrman Center 
for the Study of Slavery, Resistance, and Abolition that 
explains that the Gullah people are direct descendants of 
the Africans from Sierra Leone who slaved in the rice 
fields of South Carolina, and noted that the Gullah have 
retained much of the English-based Creole language (section 
“Introduction,” para. 3). Part of the reason the Gullah 
people have been able to maintain a remnant of their 
culture and language is that during their enslavement they 
became a numerical majority (Wood, 1974) and were largely 
isolated from whites because white planters, who were more 
susceptible to tropical diseases, typically moved their 
homes away from the rice plantations and were often known 
to “leave their farms altogether during the rainy autumn 
and summer months when fever ran rampant” (section “Origin 
of the Gullah,” para. 2 & 3). 
During the Civil War, many southern plantation owners 
abandoned their land (SCIWAY.net, 2013, para. 4). The 
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United States government took over the abandoned land 
because the owners had rebelled against the government, and 
they parceled the land to blacks promising them ownership 
if they worked the land (SCIWAY.net, 2013, para. 6). 
However, once the war was over, the government reneged on 
its promise and made plans to restore the land and 
residential property to the original owners. In the Obi and 
Easter trilogy, the residents of New Canaan stood up for 
themselves when the government threatened to take the land 
from them that they had cultivated in exchange for 
ownership. In a battle reminiscent of the Civil War, they 
fought against the government to protect what they had 
worked so hard to achieve. The government eventually struck 
a deal with the New Canaan residents, and they were able to 
establish schooling and create a thriving community of 
blacks.  
Overall, many of the stories in this study by African 
American females took place in Virginia or the Carolinas. 
Overall, three of the twenty titles analyzed have main 
settings exclusively in Virginia: Eliza’s Freedom Road 
(Nolen, 2011, Kindle Paperwhite version), Silent Thunder 
(Pinkney, 1999), and A Picture of Freedom (McKissack, 
1997). Seven of them take place in the Carolinas: one in 
North Carolina, Meet Addy (Porter, 1993a); and the other 
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six in South Carolina, which are Glory Field (Myers, 1994), 
Copper Sun (Draper, 2006), I Thought My Soul Would Rise and 
Fly (Hansen, 1997), and the three books in Hansen’s Obi and 
Easter trilogy. Glory Field and Copper Sun both start in 
Africa and then move to South Carolina. Also, Show Way 
(Woodson, 2005) begins in Virginia and then quickly shifts 
to South Carolina. The examples analyzed here demonstrate 
that geographical location and the time periods in which 
the authors set their stories are of great importance to 
the history behind the works in this study.  
Protagonist Age, Gender, Ethnic Identity, and 
Language. With the exception of work by Julius Lester, the 
protagonists of most of the stories analyzed in this study 
were between the ages of 10-15 (see Table 14). Lester’s 
short story compilations mainly featured adult male 
protagonists with secondary female characters. There was 
one story in This Strange New Feeling (Lester, 1982) 
featuring an adult female protagonist: story #2 titled 
“Where the Sun Lives.” Day of Tears (Lester, 2005), written 
as a play or script, has a host of principal characters 
that provide narrative to carry the plot line forward; 
however, twelve-year-old Emma is the character I chose to 
highlight because it is the act of selling her away from 
her parents that drives home the pain of this massive slave 
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auction. Silent Thunder (Pinkney, 1999) was unique in that 
the story was told from the perspectives of two siblings: 
one female protagonist named Summer, and one male 
protagonist named Rosco. Both characters received balanced 
portrayals of equal substance.  
In terms of ethnic identity, most of the characters in 
the books for this study are portrayed as black. Amari in 
Copper Sun is considered African and is often called 
“African gal” by one of the other black characters named 
Teenie.  
The youngest protagonist was Addy of the Addy® series 
by Connie Porter (1993; 1994). She begins the series at age 
nine and turns age ten in book four of the collection. The 
oldest child protagonist is Obi of the Obi and Easter 
trilogy who is about 16 or 17 when the story of his life on 
a South Carolina plantation unfolds. Myers is the only 
African American male author whose portrayal of slavery is 
centered completely on the decisions, thoughts, and 
experiences of a female protagonist in The Glory Field. 
Five of the six short stories in Long Journey Home featured 
adult male protagonists. The sixth story did not specify 
whether or not the protagonist was male or female, but it 
was hypothesized that the narrator of the story was female 
because the unnamed character is relaying to a son the 
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history of slavery his grandmother and great-grandmother 
experienced. If narrator is to be assumed female, then it 
is problematic that Lester did not name her and provide a 
solid voice to her story in the same way that he named and 
validated the other five male-dominated stories of this 
collection, especially because the book is subtitled 
Stories from Black History. This subtitle conveys the 
message that the book will encompass a balanced array of 
stories about the history of black men and black women. 
Curtis not only chose a male protagonist, the female voice 
in secondary characters was muted. Because the narrator 
information is ambiguous, the reader can only speculate. 
 The African American female authors were forthright in 
telling their stories of slavery through the eyes of black 
girls.  
Ethnic identify is handled differently in Copper Sun 
(Draper, 2006) in which a female protagonist, Amari, is 
strongly connected with her African identity. The story 
begins in Amari’s village in Ghana where she is kidnapped 
and boarded on a slave ship to the South Carolina. Because 
the Ghanian village of Ziavi is destroyed when the slave 
catchers come, Amari struggled to hold on to the memories 
of her African identity as she is forced into a new 
identity as a slave.  
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Amari’s father, Komla, was the chief storyteller for 
the village, and she understood the roll that language 
played in disseminating those stories to the younger 
generations. Chief storyteller was a highly respected 
position, and Komla told stories, spoke proverbs, and 
shared tribal history. He was summoned to speak at every 
birth, funeral, wedding, or other special occasion (p. 8-
9). Even the drumming that often accompanied or followed 
Komla’s storytelling was a type of language (p. 10). When 
the unannounced “guests” (slave catchers) arrived to the 
village, the Ewe tribe expected they had come in peace and 
planned a grand celebration as was customary for them to do 
for guests. During the celebration, master drummers began 
their rhythmic language. Draper portrayed the language of 
the drums as follows: 
Ba ba la ba do ga we do 
the words are sounds are words from deep within  
from a place that was lost now found 
sobo hee we do so ma da ma da so so 
sound is self is you is we sound is past is now is so 
sobo hee we do so ma da ma da so so 
from remembered past to forgotten tomorrow 
drum talk throbs breathes life speaks song sings words 
Ba ba la ba do ga we do 
warriors pulse maidens sway elders children rejoice 
thrum to the heartbeat thrum to the heartbeat 
ba ba la ba ba ba la bag a we do (Draper, 2006, p. 11) 
 
Amari would need to remember the language of the drums 
to hold onto a remnant of herself when everything else was 
  365	  
stripped away. One of the lines in the drum language that 
foreshadowed this was “the words are sounds are words from 
deep within from a place that was lost now found.” Amari 
would have to dig deep within many times to find herself 
amidst all of the abuse she suffered as a captive. She held 
on to the Ewe language and it was a source of comfort for 
her. When Tidbit, a four-year-old child living as a slave 
on the Derby plantation, was used as bait for young master 
Clay Derby’s alligator hunting, Amari used her native 
language to comfort Tidbit (p. 161). 
The theme of storytelling was woven throughout Eliza’s 
Freedom Road (Nolen, 2011). Eliza’s mother told stories and 
passed them down to Eliza. Each story she told corresponded 
to a picture pattern on a quilt she had made for Eliza. 
Now, at age 12, Eliza used the quilt to help her remember 
how to tell the stories her mother used to tell before she 
passed. Nolen (2011) not only discussed the role of 
storytelling for the protagonist, she included the actual 
stories. In the end matter of the book, Nolen (2011) 
provides notes on all of the stories she featured in the 
text, which she considers some of her favorites In the 
“Author’s Note,” Nolen shared her belief that “the world 
turns upon a story” and that each person is a story that 
shapes the world (Loc. 1172, Kindle Paperwhite version).  
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In Elijah of Buxton (Curtis, 2007), the language used 
by most of the characters in the story is what Curtis 
called a type of “southern African American speech” that is 
still spoken by blacks in many parts of Mississippi 
(Krstovic, 2012, p. 43). He also combined “some Canadian 
with more of an English type of dialect” (Krstovic, 2012, 
p. 44). Curtis admitted that the dialect he wrote for 
Elijah of Buxton was challenging because sometimes the way 
a person writes dialect is not always the way it is read; 
and, because there is no standardized way of spelling 
dialect, therein lies his difficulty (Krstovic, 2012, p. 
44). Language use at school was more formal with the strict 
Mr. Travis for whom the students responded “Yes, sir” and 
“No, sir.” An example of the language used by Elijah and 
his friends when they were out of school is demonstrated 
when Cooter reminds Elijah that it is his turn to ring the 
Liberty Bell for the newly arrived ex-slaves: “Cooter said 
to me, ‘They’s the first new-free in four months, Eli! You 
done the last ones, so it’s my go to ring these here folk 
in.” (p. 168, Kindle Paperwhite version).  Other quotes 
from the book that are highlighted in this analysis also 
provide examples of the language used by Elijah and the 
other black members of the Buxton community. 
  367	  
In the Obi and Easter trilogy, language is important 
in yet another way. Hansen embedded clues to the difference 
in the way Obi and Easter spoke English in comparison to 
others, which was Gullah. Opala (n.d., section “The Gullah 
Language”) explained that Gullah is an English-Creole blend 
of English and some African “substrate languages” (para. 
1). Because the Gullah people pronounce English words 
differently, Opala (n.d.) explained that some scholars 
incorrectly label their language as broken English. He even 
states: “The Gullah language, considered as a whole, is 
also remarkably similar to Sierra Leone Krio—so similar 
that the two languages are probably mutually intelligible” 
(para. 6). Even the name ‘Gullah’ is often considered a 
variant of the Gola tribe on the border of Sierra Leone and 
Liberia (para. 8). 
According to Wood (1974), Gullah speech is the root of 
Black English and is an intermix of European and African 
languages (p. 172). Pigdin, speech derived from several 
languages, evolved when captured slaves from various parts 
of West Africa were forced to blend their languages  - 
which took place during the Middle Passage as well as on 
the mainland (p 173-174). Wood stated: “The ways in which 
Africans held to their linguistic heritage while 
integrating it with English speech are illustrated vividly 
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in the names which they retained (p. 181). One of the names 
Wood listed is “Esher,” which could be pronounced with a 
long /e/ or short /e/ beginning sound. I found this 
interesting because the main female protagonist of Hansen’s 
trilogy is named Easter; however, her pronunciation could 
have been misunderstood by the whites who called her “ee-
stir” instead of “ee-shir,” or the pronunciation of the 
enslaved. Wood discussed the fact that slave masters 
commonly settled upon an English name for these slaves that 
was closest in sound, rather than meaning, to their African 
day-names (p. 182). For instance, when Obi took Buka as a 
last name, the Union army heard Booker (Hansen, 1986, Loc. 
1801, Kindle Paperwhite version). 
Education and Spirituality. Education and spirituality 
can be considered complementary categories, because many 
times slaves gained literacy skills through learning to 
read the Bible (Educational Broadcasting Corporation, 
2004a, section “The Slave Experience: Education, Arts & 
Culture,” para. 2 of page 2; Porter, 1993b, p. 64). Most 
authors in this study dealt with education in two ways. 
First, education was portrayed as a quest that slaves and 
newly freed blacks pursued to learn how to read and write 
for liberation purposes (Anderson, 1988, Loc. 280, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). Keenly aware that it was forbidden for 
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them to learn how to read and write, many slaves portrayed 
in the literature were willing to risk their lives to 
acquire these skills (Porter, 1993b, p. 65). In cases for 
which the protagonist was emancipated, the determination to 
further his or her education and the education of other 
free blacks was just as strong. The second way that 
education was portrayed is in the kind of knowledge slaves 
obtained primarily through learning from other slaves in 
their plantation community. In this way, slaves developed 
talents or learned life skills and/or trade skills such as 
carpentry and gardening. 
The books in this study that offered the most 
compelling portrayals of education were Elijah of Buxton 
(Myers, 2007), Addy (Porter, 1993, 1994), Eliza’s Freedom 
Road (Nolen, 2011), and Silent Thunder (Pinkney, 1999). 
While most of the authors addressed education in their 
stories, spirituality was infrequently portrayed or it was 
given surface coverage (Table 15). In fact, only two 
authors, both African American females, addressed 
spirituality in a way that expressed the roles spirituality 
or religion played in the lives of slaves: Joyce Hansen and 
Andrea Pinkney.  
Education. Elijah of Buxton presented the concept of 
the Sabbath School in addition to “everyday school.” 
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Sabbath School was held on Sundays and “everyday school” 
was held throughout the week, except on Saturdays. Mr. 
Travis was the teacher for both (Curtis, 2007, p. 78, 
Kindle Paperwhite version). Elijah complained that the 
regular lessons and Sabbath lessons often got mixed 
together and that it just “don’t seem fair” that he had to 
go to school a whole six days out of the week (p. 78). 
Curtis (2007) portrayed the concept of Sabbath School as 
akin to what could be considered the 21st century Sunday 
school. However, according to Anderson (1988), the concept 
of Sabbath School was a church-sponsored system of schools 
established to provide literacy instruction for blacks who 
could not attend school during the week; common across much 
of the South after the Civil War, these schools were 
largely black-dominated and black supported (Loc. 220 & 
227, Kindle Paperwhite version).  
Living as free blacks in the Buxton, Ontario provided 
opportunity for Elijah and his classmates to obtain a high 
quality education. The Public Broadcasting System (1995-
2013) illustrated the importance of education at Buxton:  
The settlers at Elgin placed a high value on 
education and their Buxton Mission School was 
better by far than the government schools. 
Prominent businessmen from Toronto and Buffalo 
sent their children to the school, and half of 
the students in the formerly Black school were 
White. All were attracted by the high quality of 
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education. The students often taught their 
parents, as they too were eager to taste the 
added freedom that education can bring. (“The 
Elgin Settlement/The Buxton Mission, para. 2). 
 
In the “Author’s Note” of Elijah of Buxton, Curtis 
(2007) explained that the children of Buxton learned 
everything from basic arithmetic to calculus, and English 
to Greek. The fact that education was important to the 
Buxton settlement was clear in the way Mr. Travis holds 
high expectations for students. He regularly greeted 
students by saying, “Good morning, scholars, strivers, and 
questers for a better future! Are you ready to learn, are 
you ready to grow?” (Curtis. 2007, p. 153). As first 
generation free persons in many instances, all of the 
children of Buxton could read and write, even though many 
of their parents who were former slaves could not.  
Curtis (2007) was the only African American male 
author to portray education as an integral part of the 
slave/ex-slave experience. Lester mentioned that the title 
character in the short story titled “Louis” learned to read 
and write after escaping to freedom, but it was not a 
central part of the story (Lester, 1973, p. 44-45). Among 
the titles by African American female authors, the Addy 
series is the only one to provide an entire book dedicated 
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to the portrayal of the education of ex-slaves and free 
blacks (Porter, 1993b). 
In book two of the Addy® Collection titled Addy Learns 
a Lesson (Porter, 1993b), Addy is living as a free black in 
Philadelphia having escaped with her mother from the North 
Carolina plantation on which they were enslaved. In the 
transition from slavery to freedom, Addy is able to attend 
school for the first time. She attends the Sixth Street 
School and begins formal education with a black teacher 
named Miss Dunn where her first task is to learn the 
alphabet and learn how to properly hold a pencil. She 
learns how to write her name, something she dreamt about 
doing for a long time (p. 24). 
Additionally, Porter (1993b) interwove class 
difference into the school story. Addy has befriended 
Sarah, but one of Addy’s classmates named Harriet treats 
Sarah badly because she is poor. Addy is smitten with 
Harriett initially, but Sarah tries to warn her: 
“Addy, Harriet don’t like me. She all stuck-up. 
She think she better than other people. If your 
family ain’t got no money, she don’t like you. 
And you know my family poor”(Porter, 1993b, p. 
28). 
 “Harriet don’t have no poor girls like us 
for her friends. She gonna try to make you her 
slave. She tried it with me when I came to school 
last year, but I wouldn’t let her. That’s why she 
don’t like me. She gonna hurt you just like she 
hurt me last year” (Porter, 1993b, p. 29). 
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Eventually, Addy finds out on her own that Sarah was right 
about Harriet, and it was an interesting addition for 
Porter to add the peer-to-peer relationships as part of the 
portrayal of education for Addy.  
 Addy Learns a Lesson was another book in the study to 
discuss education beyond reading and writing to also 
include spelling and math. In the story, Addy teaches her 
mother how to spell words using scraps of dough from Momma 
baking bread, and she taught Momma how to count using dried 
beans (Porter, 1993b, p. 34). The idea of developing 
literacy in the household in this way was a unique 
portrayal; because, even though Elijah in Elijah of Buxton 
(Curtis, 2007) had received formal schooling all of his 
school age life, he was not portrayed as sharing that 
knowledge with his family or elders who had not had the 
fortune of a formal education. Addy’s mother wanted to 
learn how to spell the word ‘family,’ and Addy and Momma 
formed biscuit dough in the letters F-A-M-I-L-Y in 
remembrance of baby Esther. By the end of the book, Addy 
has made significant progress in her education including 
winning the class spelling bee (p. 58).  
Porter (1993b) also included social studies/current 
events as part of Addy’s education in the form of 
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discussion about the war and the progress of the Union 
troops (p. 40). The class even took a field trip to the 
Baltimore Depot to join in a send off for a troop of black 
soldiers (p. 41). The discussion about the war brought on 
another display of class difference by Harriet when she 
reprimands Sarah for saying that she wishes the country 
were not at war. Harriet sarcastically remarks that Sarah 
should be glad the country is at war to free the slaves 
since she was once a slave. Miss Dunn intervenes in 
Harriet’s put-down: 
“Harriet, that will be enough,” Miss Dunn said. 
“Almost all of us colored people used to be 
slaves.” 
 “Not me. My family has always been free,” 
Harriet said proudly. 
 Addy could see a tense look come over Miss 
Dunn’s face. 
 “Girls and boys, almost all colored people 
came to America as slaves,” she said. “If you 
weren’t a slave, someone in your family probably 
was. One of the reasons there is a war now is 
because a line exists between colored and white 
people. That line is slavery.” Miss Dunn turned 
and faced Harriet. “We don’t need to do or say 
anything that draws more lines between people. 
The entire country has been divided in two. Let’s 
not make differences based on who was a slave or 
wasn’t, or anything else. Is that clear, class?” 
(Porter, 1993b, p. 42).  
 
The “Peek into the Past” section of book elaborates on 
school for blacks in 1864 when the story takes place. In 
this section, Porter reiterates that slaves secretly 
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learned to read despite the dangers (p. 65) and that even 
in the North schooling for black children was poor (p. 66). 
Porter (1993b) made a strong connection between 
education and church and clarified that even in the mid 
1700s, a few churches began to open schools for black 
children (p. 64). In Philadelphia, many blacks had to start 
schools in their churches because they were better than the 
segregated public schools in northern cities. Historically, 
Philadelphia started school in the fall and ended in May or 
June (p. 67). As portrayed in the story, students similar 
to Addy would have learned a variety of subjects, such as 
“reading, writing, spelling, grammar, geography, 
arithmetic, and sometimes American history” (p. 67). Also 
stressed in school was a duty to God (p. 67). 
Porter provides a tremendous panorama of what 
education for an ex-slave was like during the time of the 
Civil War. Her encompassing scope of curriculum, the role 
of the church as a support for black schools, class 
division amongst blacks, and the impact of education as a 
continued act of liberation were portrayed in this book 
like in no other in this study. This is likely due to the 
fact that the historians, such as Wilma King, who served on 
the advisory board for the collection, provided much of 
this information.  
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Another book that related education to religion but in 
a different way was Eliza’s Freedom Road (Nolen, 2011). 
Eliza’s Freedom Road (Nolen, 2011) provided a unique 
educational portrayal because Eliza’s master, called Sir, 
closely enforced slave laws while Eliza’s mistress, called 
Mistress, did not. In the South, it was against the law for 
slaves to learn how to read or write. Interestingly, 
Mistress taught Eliza how to read. Now that Mistress was 
going blind she needed someone to read the Bible to her and 
keep her abreast of the news (Loc. 247). Several times 
Eliza wrote in her diary, which once belonged to Mistress, 
about how she loved to read and how lucky she was to be 
able, or allowed, to read (Loc. 238). Eliza was able to 
read about earthquakes, fugitive slaves on the run, and 
other current events in the newspaper. Though she did not 
completely understand how it worked, Eliza learned about 
the Underground Railroad from reading the paper and quickly 
realized how dangerous her education could be as evidenced 
in the following passage: 
Do they mean departure by an underground railroad 
train? Is there a way they escaped on a train 
that runs under the ground? I want to know how to 
find that train station. I want to know how to 
get three tickets: one for Abbey, one for Mama, 
one for me… 
 I declare, I love to read to my mistress but 
sometimes it gives me too much fear of what I 
know (Loc. 257). 
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Mistress eventually became so bold as to have Eliza 
read to her in front of Sir. Eliza was fully aware that her 
literacy skills and the situation in which she acquired 
them were rare. Mistress and Sir had been at odds more and 
more, and when Eliza read about an upcoming slave auction 
in the newspaper, it worried her that Sir might consider 
this opportunity to get rid of her. Mistress made it clear 
to Eliza where she stood on the issue when she said: 
“Eliza, I taught you to talk and read and write the right 
way. It is a gift to know these things.” Mistress continued 
by adding, “But it is my gift for me because I own you, 
Eliza. You belong to me!” (Loc. 302). From these words, it 
was clear to Eliza that Mistress taught Eliza for her 
personal benefit as opposed to any altruistic benefits she 
thought Eliza might incur.  
 Mistress was ill and used her last bit of strength to 
travel to Maryland to visit her twin sister, Mistress 
Susan, who began to take care of her. Immediately, Eliza 
was reading the local newspaper, which contained short 
stories, poems, and letters written by the general public 
(Loc. 422). She realized that the paper was mainly about 
ending slavery, and this was when Eliza discovered Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin in the New Era Newspaper, a paper Mistress 
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Susan received regularly (Loc. 422). Eliza’s education 
directly resulted in her freedom. Because she was taught 
how to speak, read, and write from the Mistress’ own 
schoolbooks, Eliza was able to obtain firsthand knowledge 
about the world around her. When Sir sent a letter to 
Mistress that he was coming to Maryland to bring them back 
to Virginia, Eliza read the letter and resolved that she 
was not returning with Sir. This was the turning point when 
Eliza made the life-changing decision to run away north to 
find freedom (Loc. 660). 
In the Obi and Easter trilogy, the thirst to learn to 
read and write was evident for both Easter and Obi. As soon 
as Obi found out that his army buddy, Thomas, a young black 
soldier born free in the North, could read and write, he 
asked to be taught by him (Hansen, 1986, Loc. 82, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). Easter began to learn to read from 
Rayford, the former butler and house servant for Master 
Phillips. Rayford, leader of their escape party from the 
Phillips plantation, had been a trusted house servant and 
had been inadvertently taught how to read (Hansen, 1986, 
Loc. 754, Kindle Paperwhite version). Rayford’s ability to 
read and write helped Easter escape the first time, and 
proved to be a valuable skill to have when they began to 
build a new life on the Sea Islands. 
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 The last book in which education was critical to the 
storyline was Silent Thunder (Pinkney, 1999). Reading and 
writing were so fundamental to the story that there would 
be no plot without them. Pinkney’s two sibling protagonists 
each have a deep passion for learning. Rosco learned to 
read from eavesdropping on young master Lowell’s lessons. 
With his knowledge, he began to teach his sister, Summer, 
how to read. Rosco was also yearning to fight for the Union 
was able to use his reading ability to find out about the 
Emancipation Proclamation in the Harper’s Weekly (p. 70). 
Unlike the other books where the female protagonist was 
either taught how to read by her mistress or secretly 
learned through observation of the young master or 
mistress, it was Rosco who yearned to read and understand 
the liberty it could bring. Then, he shared his literacy 
skills with his sister, Summer, by teaching her to read. 
Rosco ignited a passion in Summer for reading, and he even 
gave her a book as a gift. Rosco was a patient and 
effective teacher as this passage indicated: 
Rosco turned to my book’s first page. There stood 
that pretty row of letters staring back at us.  
 “You see this?” Rosco ran his finger along 
the bottom of the row. 
 “It looks like a parade. A happy parade, all 
lined up for a march,” I said. 
 “This here’s the alphabet [sic]. It’s all 
the letters that make words.” 
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 Now I was touching the book, but not with my 
finger. I was rubbing on it with the whole palm 
of my hand. “What does all this parade of letters 
say?” 
 “The alphabet’s not a word, Summer. But you 
can take it apart – take two or three or four or 
ten letters from the alphabet, put ‘em together 
in a all kinds of different was, and make a whole 
mess of words.” 
 I turned through the pages of my lesson book 
showing Rosco how the letters and words, and 
alphabet danced when I fanned the pages real 
fast. “Let’s put some letters together – now, 
Ros.” A bunch of lesson time had gone by already, 
and I still didn’t know one iota ‘bout how to 
read! 
 Rosco said, “Words’ll come, Summer.” Then he 
turned back to the place in my book that held the 
parade of letters, the alphabet (McKissack, 1999, 
p. 36-37). 
 
The belief Rosco had in what he read about the Emancipation 
Proclamation, set his heart on getting free and joining the 
Union. It fueled his escape with Clem, his escape from 
bondage. Had Rosco not had reading skills, he might not 
have ever thought it possible to escape the plantation with 
hope for a new beginning. 
 Spirituality. In general, aspects of spirituality and 
religion were dealt with subtly, in which several stories 
represented in this study included references to ‘God’ and 
‘prayer.’ Consequently, spirituality was not a category 
addressed in depth or portrayed as a critical aspect of 
most of the literature regardless of whether the author was 
male or female.  
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In Day of Tears (Lester, 2005) the Pierce Butler slave 
auction of 1859 in Savannah began and ended with torrential 
rains that some called the tears of God. In one short story 
from Long Journey Home (Lester, 1972), “Louis,” the title 
character and an escaped slave in Ohio is portrayed as 
enjoying attending church commenting to himself that there 
had not been church for slaves; rather they went back in 
the woods and listened to another slave named Amos preach 
to them about Moses leading his people to freedom (p. 45). 
Louis compared Amos’ sermons to the ones her heard in 
freedom from Reverend Brown about black people improving 
themselves now that they were no longer enslaved (p. 45).  
In the Obi and Easter trilogy, there were several 
references to praying, such as praying before eating, 
attending prayer meetings, and praying and singing. 
However, there was not a strong sense of a particular 
religious affiliation by any of the characters in the 
story. In this story, it was implied that religious 
principles may have been imposed by Mistress Jennings, 
which left Obi resentful: 
Obi scooped a spoonful of the thick stew as 
Easter sat across from him and Jason. Easter 
bowed her head and reached for their hands, but 
Obi pulled away and started eating. Easter’s 
voice was soft as a feather as she said the 
grace. Jason lowered his head, but his eyes were 
wide open, staring angrily at his food. 
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When Easter finished she said, “Obi, 
Mistress say we have to thank God for this food.” 
“What I have to be thankful for?” He took 
another spoonful of stew. 
 
The importance of spirituality was fostered when Easter and 
Jason escaped to the Sea Islands with the slaves from the 
Phillips plantation. One of the foundational projects the 
new community of escaped slaves did was build a church, 
which was the hub of meetings as well as a place of 
worship. 
Other literature in this study mentioned plantation 
preachers who gave sermons or sang songs on Sunday 
mornings, which were sometimes embedded with secret 
messages (McKissack, 1997, p. 89). For example, Rufus, a 
slave in A Picture of Freedom (McKissack, 1997) was the 
plantation preacher and the slaves could not assembly 
unless someone white was present (p. 12-13).  
McKissack included passages that portrayed 
spirituality as an important part of the lives of slaves. 
In Silent Thunder (Pinkney, 1999) a slave named Thea, who 
was considered a seer, or someone who could predict future 
events, led sunset worship on Sundays. She started each 
service with “an appeal to the Almighty.” Summer, the 
eleven-year-old female protagonist, reminisced about the 
role spirituality plays in her mother’s life: 
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When service was over, Mama left quickly and 
spoke to no one at all. She went right to her 
prayer bench, which stood at the far corner of 
our sleeping quarters, facing a small window. The 
bench was tucked back in an alcove that was 
closed off with burlap draping. It was like 
Mama’s very own little room, her private place. 
Her Sabbath place, she called it. The place where 
she said she “takes her solitude.” 
 You could always find Mama on her bench 
after Sunday service. Sunday evenings were the 
only times she spent there. “The Lord, he’s given 
me a slice of time on his seventh day, and for 
that I’m thankful,” she said (Pinkney, 1999, p. 
113). 
 
McKissack’s inclusion of this kind of detail of a personal 
spiritual connection in addition to the community services 
that slaves shared, made the references to prayer and God 
have substance beyond the surface. 
Hansen addressed spirituality more integrally than 
other authors in this study. For instance, in I Thought My 
Soul Would Rise and Fly (1997) Hansen portrayed religion 
and spirituality as a duty in which house slaves who served 
as personal attendants had to attend church with the master 
and/or mistress. In this case, Patsy’s church attendance 
with the mistress and her family was more like a required 
chore, not a choice (p. 14, Kindle Paperwhite version). 
Patsy was portrayed as regretful that she was not able to 
stay and participate in the church services that the field 
hands gave, but the Master and Mistress forbade her to 
attend (p. 14, Kindle Paperwhite version). One scene 
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clarified the role slaveholding whites desired religion to 
play in the lives of their slaves: 
In St. Philip’s Church we have to sit upstairs in 
the slave gallery, and near the end of the 
service Father Holmes looks up at us and tells us 
that we must be good slaves and listen to our 
Master in heaven. 
 Father Holmes would say the catechism. He 
asked the questions and we had to answer. I know 
it by heart because he says it every Sunday. It 
goes like this. 
 
 Question: Who keeps the snakes and all bad 
things from hurting you? 
 Answer:  God does. 
 Question: Who gave you a master and a 
mistress? 
 Answer: God gave them to me. 
 Question: Who says that you must obey them? 
 Answer: God says I must. 
 Question: What book tells you these things? 
Answer: The Bible. 
Question: How does God do all his work? 
Answer: He always does it right. 
Question: Does God have to work? 
Answer: Yes, God is always at work. 
Question: Do the angels work? 
Answer: Yes, they do what God tells them. 
Question: Do they love to work? 
Answer: Yes, they love to please God. 
Question: What does God say about your work? 
Answer: He that does not work, does not eat. 
Question: Did Adam and Eve have to work? 
Answer: Yes, they had to keep the garden. 
Question: Was it hard to keep the garden? 
Answer: No, it was easy. 
Question: What makes the crops so hard to 
grow now? 
Answer: Sin makes it. 
Question: What makes you lazy? 
Answer: My wicked heart. 
Question: How do you know your heart is 
wicked? 
Answer: I feel it every day. 
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Question: Who teaches you so many wicked 
things? 
Answer: The Devil. 
Question: Must you let the Devil teach you? 
Answer: No, I must not. 
 
 These words were only for us up in the 
gallery. The white people didn’t have to say them 
(Hansen, 1997, p. 31-32, Kindle Paperwhite 
version). 
 
 Finally, Patsy found a way to join the other blacks 
for their church at bush arbor, a location on the 
plantation where the slaves gathered for service. She made 
comparisons between the white church service and the black 
service, especially that there was no catechism, but also 
that the blacks sang from their hearts rather than from 
hymn books. Patsy felt free there. Mistress reprimanded her 
for going and called the services that the blacks held 
“foolishness” (p. 67, Kindle Paperwhite version). When 
Patsy began to miss St. Philip’s services, Mistress 
informed Patsy that she would not tolerate having an 
ungodly, wicked child in her house. However, after 
experiencing the bush arbor services, Patsy resolved in her 
heart that she was going to worship as she pleased (p. 67 & 
84), Kindle Paperwhite version). 
 Hansen portrayed the status of the black preacher as a 
leader in first the slave community and later the black 
community. When a Yankee soldier made the announcement that 
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the slaves were free because of the Emancipation 
Proclamation, their lives did not change much, and meeting 
to worship was one of the welcomed constants. Brother 
Solomon, who led the slaves in workshop on Sundays, 
conducted a jubilant service in which he and the others 
thanked God for being free at last – even though they knew 
that freedom in word was different than freedom in reality. 
However, Brother Solomon sought a way to bring the promise 
of freedom outlined in the Emancipation Proclamation into 
fruition for the blacks on Davis Hall Plantation. He 
brought Reverend Henry McNeal to meet the newly freed 
slaves (p. 76). Reverend McNeal was introduced to them as 
the first black chaplain in the United States Army who was 
working with the Freedman’s Bureau. In this passage, Patsy 
describes Reverend McNeal: 
I had never before seen a black man dressed as he 
was. He wore a minister’s white collar like 
Father Holmes, and his jacket, vest, and pants 
were of fine broadcloth, not the rough homespun 
that we wear. His black shoes shone like the sun 
(Hansen, 1997, p. 76, Kindle Paperwhite version). 
 
Hansen (1997) revealed the political and religious role 
Reverend McNeal played: 
I [Patsy] had never before heard anyone speak 
like him either. Oh, the wonderful things he told 
us. And the words he used sounded like the words 
I’ve seen in books and newspapers. He doesn’t 
talk the way we do. 
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 He said we should not be ashamed because we 
had once been enslaved. He said there were black 
people who had done great things. (Hansen, 1997, 
p. 76, Kindle Paperwhite version). 
 
 He said so many wonderful things, I cannot 
forget them. He spoke about the American flag and 
said, “Every star is against us, every stripe is 
against us. We wan power, and it can only come 
through organization.” (Hansen, 1997, p. 77, 
Kindle Paperwhite version). 
 
 After Reverend McNeal is finished speaking, Patsy 
says: “God in His Heaven must have heard the shout when 
Reverend McNeal finished” (Hansen, 1997, p. 78, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). 
 Even after Master Davis warned Brother Solomon not to 
have outsiders on his land, Solomon did not obey. When 
Master went to St. Philip’s, Reverend McNeal was back at 
the plantation to meet with the ex-slaves. In this scene 
with Reverend McNeal, Hansen (1997) portrayed the building 
of the formal black church in training new ministers: 
He [Reverend McNeal] gave us his magic words 
again. He tells us to be strong and fear only God 
and not our former masters and mistresses. “My 
life has been threatened for the work I do, but I 
will not let anyone stop me from doing God’s work 
for God’s people.” 
 He seemed to look at every one of us. “You 
can do great things. You can get the land you 
desire and you can educate your children.” He 
tapped his forehead. “All you need is the will 
and the determination.” He tapped his forehead 
again. “The determination is here. It is the most 
powerful tool you have. God bless you.” (Hansen, 
1997, p. 84, Kindle Paperwhite version). 
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 The Reverend said he talked to the people at 
the Freedman’s Bureau and told them we need 
schools out here. He said that his own African 
Methodist Episcopal Church is looking for young 
men to send to school in Baltimore to train for 
the ministry. (Hansen, 1997, p. 84, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). 
 
Reverend McNeal also provided sound advice about how 
to plan for their new lives as freed blacks. For example, 
he told them about the abandoned land on the sea islands 
and that General Sherman was granting land to free men and 
their families; however, he cautioned them about this and 
advised them to work out contracts with their former owner 
because “the military government has given the freed people 
land, but the military can also take it away” (p. 85). 
Reverend Henry McNeal Turner was a real person. He was a 
free black from South Carolina, and became an African 
Methodist Episcopal minister who helped spread the word 
about the Emancipation Proclamation (Horton & Horton, 2005, 
p. 187). 
Wiggins (1989), a scholar with a specialist in 
folklore, wrote that in black culture, the preachers were 
always the master storytellers and used personal 
narratives, Bible stories, and jokes to testify to the 
hardships blacks endured, to give hope to black people for 
a better future, and to “lower fears or raise the courage” 
of blacks who fought against their oppressors (p. 209-210). 
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Slaves found it easy to relate to the nuances of 
Christianity because their “elaborate moral and ethical 
systems were central in African religions” (Blassingame, 
1972, p. 72). However, some slaves did not accept the 
“docile, whitewashed” Christianity that their slave masters 
espoused; and even those who accepted the religion made it 
their own (Johnson, Smith & the WGBH Series Research Team, 
1998, p. 91). 
Typical Work Day/Daily Life  
A typical workday for protagonists who were personal 
attendants, house slave, &/or caretakers was to be at the 
beck-and-call of the master, mistress, or master’s children 
twenty-four hours a day. According to Fox-Genovese (1988), 
slave women lived between the world of the plantation 
household, or the Big House, and the slave community to 
shape a dual identity for themselves (Loc. 2832, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). Slave girls could be forced to work as 
a house servant or personal attendant between ages six and 
twelve (Loc. 2958, Kindle Paperwhite version). As several 
characters had to do, this job might include sleeping in 
the bedroom or actually in the bed of the white family 
member for whom the slave is caring (Loc. 2958, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). For instance, Eliza in Eliza’s Freedom 
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Road (Nolen, 2011) described her typical work day 
(abridged): 
Normal times I sleep on my pallet, a mattress 
filled with straw and corn husks in the loft of 
the storeroom near Abbey or close by the fire in 
the kitchen. 
 Times are not normal now. 
 I sleep on a bed that rolls out from 
underneath my mistress’s bed. That way I am close 
when she calls for me, which is oftener and 
oftener by the day and the night. (Loc. 236, 
Kindle Paperwhite version). 
 
Times were not normal, as Eliza stated, because the 
mistress was ill.  
In other situations, slaves worked the field. Even 
young slaves could be relegated to fieldwork. Addy was nine 
years old and had to work in the tobacco field de-worming 
the plant. It is one of the few books that portray a girl 
working in the field; most of the books in this study 
portray the slave as a house servant, caretaker, personal 
attendance, or cook. Easter in Hansen’s trilogy is the 
other portrayal of a girl working in the field (see Table 
16). 
Family Structure and Plantation Relationships  
The family structure for Emma in Day of Tear (2005) 
was intact until Master Butler surprisingly sold her at the 
largest slave auction in history. Losing Emma devastated 
her mother and father. This was an interesting twist, 
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because typically the portrayals involved protagonist whose 
mother was sold off or died, and they did not know who 
their fathers were (see Table 17). In this case, the family 
was a unit, but instead of one or both parents getting 
sold, Emma is the one sold. 
In a short story by Lester (1972) titled “When Freedom 
Came” from Long Journey Home, Jake had been split from his 
wife, Mandy, and their children. After he was emancipated, 
Jake set off to look for his wife only to find that she had 
married someone else after all the years of separation. She 
even had two more children by the new husband. Gutman 
(1976) corroborated that separations and reunions such as 
Jake and Mandy experienced in this short story were common 
during the time directly following the Civil War. In some 
cases families were reunited; in many cases they were not 
(p. 19-24).   
 Addy was unique as a series in that her family was a 
unit while they were slaves on the plantation. She and her 
mother escaped to Philadelphia after her father and 
brother, Sam, were sold away. The end of the series 
reunited them all, including the baby sister, Esther, whom 
Addy and her mother had to leave behind in their escape. 
 In cases where the family unit was not intact, other 
slaves acted as surrogate family. For example, in Show Way 
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(2005), Soonie’s great grandmother was sold away from her 
parents at age seven. On the South Carolina plantation to 
which she was sold, Big Mama raised the slave children and 
taught them things through storytelling and helped them 
learn skills such as quilting. Surrogate parents and family 
were in almost every book except Silent Thunder (Pinkney, 
1999). Summer and Rosco, the siblings in Silent Thunder 
lived with their mother on the plantation, but they did not 
know who their father was. Tables 17 and 18 document family 
structure and relationships on the plantation, 
respectively.  
Sexual Experiences, General Treatment and Resistance  
It was significant that Myers and Draper incorporated 
the Middle Passage into their stories, because it provided 
a central narrative of the horrors that began from the 
moment Africans were captured from their homeland and never 
let up (Haskins & Benson, 1999). Bilal, in The Glory Field 
(1994), was an eleven-year-old boy treated as a man on a 
ship bound for the New World. Amari, the fifteen-year-old 
protagonist of Copper Sun (2006), was physically and 
sexually abused by her captors. While a couple of other 
books hinted at sexual abuse, no other book depicted the 
sexual abuse (or the range of inhumane treatment) 
  393	  
experienced by female slave as explicitly as in Copper Sun 
(see Table 19). 
Sexuality was a reality slave girls came to understand 
very early on. Hine & Thompson (1998) revealed that even 
very young slave girls could be sexually molested by white 
men, and there was no real way to defend against this 
atrocity (p. 73). Much of female slavery “was concerned 
with bearing, nourishing, and rearing children whom 
slaveholders needed for the continual replenishment of 
their labor force” (White, 1999, p. 69). According to White 
(1999), this fact was important for understanding why women 
did not run as much as their male counterparts. However, 
some female fugitives made the desperate decision to leave 
children behind as did Addy’s mother in Meet Addy (Porter, 
1993a). Fortunately, Addy and her family were reunited.  
In one scene from Copper Sun (Draper, 2006), Amari 
made a realization about the sexual abuse that awaited her 
on the ship. Her friend made this realization clear: 
“I caught the attention of the leader of the 
guards.” She paused. “He sends for me to come to 
him at night.” 
 At first Amari didn’t understand, but 
suddenly she realized what the woman meant. Amari 
looked at her in horror. “You mean he…?” 
 “Yes, child. It is terrible. But I am 
allowed to bathe. I get extra food rations. I do 
not allow myself to think while I am with him. I 
hate him. But I will live. My spirit is too 
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strong to die in a place like this” (p. 26, 
Kindle Paperwhite version). 
 
When aboard the slave ship, Amari and the other women were 
brought on deck to dance as the crewmen screamed, “Dance, 
you monkeys, dance!” (p. 46, Kindle Paperwhite version). It 
was supposedly for exercise, but the sailors had ripped 
their clothes and stripped them. As the crewmen watched the 
women closely, some of them touched their bodies. Again, 
Amari realized why the men had them jumping and dancing (p. 
47): 
Like pigs in heat, they came for the women. One 
by one the women were unchained and dragged, 
screaming, kicking, to a distant area of the ship 
or a corner of the deck. Amari heard them plead 
for mercy, for understanding, but no one listened 
(p. 50, Kindle Paperwhite version). 
 
The first night, Amari was taken by a sailor who did not 
want to harm her. Instead he began to teach her how to say 
words in English. However, this particular sailor was one 
among many, and she would not be so fortunate on subsequent 
nights. 
The next night the kindly redheaded sailor was 
nowhere to be seen. Amari was taken to a filthy 
corner of the ship by a dark-haired, skinny 
sailor who used her, hurt her, and tossed her 
back on the deck, bruised and bleeding, all of 
her dreams finally and forever destroyed (p. 56, 
Kindle Paperwhite version). 
 
In addition to enduring the Middle Passage, Amari was 
purchased by Master Derby as a 16th birthday present for his 
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son, Clay. Clay raped Amari two to three times each week, 
declaring that she belonged to him: 
In the evening both she and Polly fell asleep 
exhausted, with Amari praying that she would not 
be called to the big house. But at least twice a 
week Tidbit stole quietly through the darkness to 
fetch Amari to come to the bedroom of Clay Derby. 
Each time, she forced her mind to go back to the 
dust of her childhood, to soft rain showers, to 
warm sunshine over her village – anything to help 
her endure, to help her forget his smell, his 
greasy hair, his damp hands (p. 110, Kindle 
Paperwhite version).  
 
Not only did Draper reveal the sexual abuse of female 
slaves, she also dealt with the taboo subject of consensual 
interracial love. In this case it is Master Derby’s second 
wife, Isabelle, and her manservant slave, Noah. Isabelle 
was pregnant and Master Derby became the doting husband. 
When the baby was born at their home, it was clearly a 
black child (p. 168, Kindle Paperwhite version). Amari and 
the other slaves tried to help Isabelle with this 
predicament, because they knew Master Derby was going to be 
unpredictably outraged, so they tried to pass the child off 
as the newborn of one of the slave women on the plantation. 
Their plan did not work, and the situation escalated to a 
tragic end for all involved (p. 180-182, Kindle Paperwhite 
version) as this excerpt illustrates (abridged): 
“…you chose to betray me,” her husband 
[Master Derby] said…”You are not even worthy of 
my vomit.” He inhaled. “But I shall not kill 
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you,” he continued in a low, eerily controlled 
voiced...  
Mr. Derby pulled his wife over to where Noah 
stood. Then, with one hand, he cocked the musket 
and aimed it at Noah’s broad chest. He spat at 
Noah, then glanced at his wife. He made sure she 
was watching. The he fired (p. 182, Kindle 
Paperwhite version). 
 
The union of white females with black male slaves was not 
as likely to occur as the incidents of white male 
slaveholders raping and sexually abusing black female 
slaves. The vitriol in which Master Derby expressed his 
feelings about the voluntary union of Isabelle and Noah in 
Copper Sun (Draper, 2006) was an example of the prevailing 
attitude that allowed the rationalization for the 
brutalization and criminalization of black men and was 
accepted as reasoning for white men to protect white 
womanhood. This sentiment later developed into the mass 
lynching of blacks, especially black men, over several 
decades in our country’s history. 
Slaves were exposed to all manner of torture, 
brutality, abuse, and unspeakable crimes against humanity. 
They were humiliated, degraded, torn from their families, 
flogged, branded, disfigured, dismembered, and killed. As 
the number of slaves grew to outnumber the whites who held 
them in bondage, laws were passed to keep blacks in line 
that allowed sever punishments to be employed against those 
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who attempted to run away or fight back (Johnson, et al., 
1998, p. 26). Johnson, et al. stated: 
It was not uncommon to see a man’s, woman’s, or 
child’s back crisscrossed with raw scars, not 
uncommon to see Africans hobble about with 
missing feet, to see a ragged stump where a hand 
should be. It was not uncommon to see their eyes 
swollen shut, their heads bound in rusty iron 
contraptions, their bones broken. It was not 
uncommon to hear that someone alive was now dead, 
someone who dared to stand tall before his master 
and say, in his own language, “No. No more.” 
(Johnson, et al., 1998, p. 48). 
 
Most of the stories represented in this study addressed the 
treatment slaves received, with some authors delving more 
deeply into this mistreatment than others. In general, the 
protagonists in these stories were subject to whippings or 
other bodily harm or the threat of it. In a few stories the 
slaves were treated “well,” which means that they were not 
as physically abused as some of their counterparts on other 
plantations. In the Obi and Easter Trilogy, Hansen (1986) 
reveals the treatment Obi, Easter, and Jason received: 
The children fared better than many other slaves. 
They ate the same rice, grits, beef, pork, 
vegetables, and salt fish the family did. They 
weren’t beaten and were given warm clothes in the 
winter. The Jennings had no children of their 
own. John, a lanky, quiet man, wasn’t comfortable 
in the role of master the way his brother was. He 
refused to “rule by the lash,” and he once told 
Wilson as much (Loc. 121, Kindle Paperwhite 
version). 
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Resistance measures that slaves used to combat their 
subjugation could range from “mild” forms of retaliation to 
violent resistance, such as uprisings (Katz, 1990); 
however, for most slaves, direct violence was impractical 
(Horton & Horton, 2005, p. 120). Also, some slaves 
acquiesced under the oppression. Running away to get to 
freedom in the north or Canada was the main means of 
resistance for almost all of the books (see Table 15). 
Whether the master was kind and treated his slaves “well” 
or not, slaves knew they were considered property. One way 
slaves in the literature defied their domination was to 
learn how to read as in A Picture of Freedom (1997) and I 
Thought My Soul Would Rise and Fly (1997). Some slaves lied 
to the master, stole from him, reported “intelligence” from 
the Big House, or sang songs with hidden messages, such as 
“Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” which might foretell of 
someone’s “rescue from bondage” (Horton & Horton, 2005, p. 
122 & 125).  
 Show Way (Woodson, 2005) and Eliza’s Freedom Road 
(Nolen, 2011) were unique in that the main means of 
resistance was quilting. In their book Hidden in Plain 
View: A Secret Story of Quilts and the Underground 
Railroad, Tobin & Dobard (1999) discuss the ways in which 
quilts were used as subversive tools to help others obtain 
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freedom. In the intricately stitched quilt patterns were 
secretly encoded signs and instructions (p. 7). A patterned 
square might communicate the message that a slave needed to 
follow the stars or that he or she would come to a 
crossroads (p. 22-23). Sometimes stories went with the 
quilts as in Eliza’s Freedom Road (p. 26). Other times the 
quilts embedded a secret language or code (p. 50-51). Most 
slaves did not have the ability to read or write, but they 
could “read” the quilts on their journey along the 
Underground Railroad (p. 54). In Show Way, Woodson’s female 
ancestors passed down the art of quilting and used this 
skill to “show the way” to freedom. An excerpt from the 
book illustrates this: 
And at night, she [Mathis, Soonie’s grandmother] 
sewed stars 
and moons and roads -   
tiny patch pieces of stars 
and moons and roads. 
Slaves whispered what no one was allowed to say: 
That Mathis know how to make… [sic] 
…a Show Way [sic] 
Came to her when they needed to talk; 
came to her for the stories of brave people; 
came to her for the patch pieces 
just before they disappeared into the night. 
(Woodson, 2005, unpaginated). 
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Regardless of the form of resistance, it was clear 
that slaves fought for liberation in ways they knew how 
within the constraints of their bondage. And, though a few 
slaves sought suicide to free themselves, this was rare and 
most held out hope for a better tomorrow (Horton & Horton, 
2005, p. 131).  
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CHAPTER 6 
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
Summary 
The research questions explored for this study were:  
1) What female slave perspectives and experiences are 
depicted in historical fiction about slavery for 
middle-level children by African American authors? 
2) What are the similarities and differences in 
depictions of slavery and portrayals of the 
complexities of female slave experiences between 
African American female authors and African American 
male authors of historical fiction for middle-grade 
children? Are these depictions literary, ideological, 
personal, and/or a combination of factors? 
The results of this study demonstrated that the authors of 
the twenty titles represented in this study provided thick 
portrayals of slave life in the categories of geographic 
location and time period, ethnicity, language, family 
structure, relationships amongst slaves and with slave 
holders, daily life, education, spirituality, sexual 
experiences, general treatment, and resistance measures. 
 The majority of the novels in this study featured a 
female slave as the protagonist except for Elijah of Buxton 
  402	  
(2007) and Julius Lester’s short stories, which featured 
mainly adult black men as the star characters. 
 Geographic locations for authors were generally set in 
the south in states such as Virginia and South Carolina, 
but there was variation in that a few authors chose to set 
their stories in North Carolina or Georgia, and a couple of 
the stories were set outside of the United States because 
they started in Africa or Canada. Julius Lester’s short 
stories took place in several different locations. 
Additionally, most of the stories occurred around the Civil 
War, between 1859 and 1865. One major exception to this was 
Copper Sun (Draper, 2006), which took place in 1753. 
 Reading and writing were priorities for the female 
protagonists in the represented titles. These characters 
were either striving to learn to read or had learned how to 
read, and this skill was a determinant for them seeking or 
gaining freedom. Only Julius Lester’s works did not address 
education in a distinct way. Other types of education 
included learning how to survive on the plantation, 
learning how to perform chores and duties, and learning 
life skills such as effective use of herbs and plants for 
medicinal purposes. Similarly, language used by the slaves 
was a form of what we call African American Vernacular 
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English, with language variation more pronounced for Elijah 
of Buxton (2007) than other titles in the study.  
 Spirituality was not addressed in a deep way, but 
mentions of God, prayer, singing spirituals and holding 
services by a plantation preacher were common. While no 
title stood out greatly over the others in the study, the 
Addy series was the only one to portray the role of the 
church as an important segment of free black communities in 
providing services, meeting locations, and education to 
blacks.  
 The typical workday for the female protagonists 
consistently included work related to that of house 
servant, caretaker/personal attendant or field worker, with 
house servant more common. Many of the slaves worked side 
by side in the Big House or the field and formed familial 
bonds. Most of the authors portrayed loss of biological 
family through the selling of slaves or death (e.g. murder 
by slavers). In these cases, older slaves became surrogate 
parents that looked out for and trained the younger ones. 
Relationships amongst slaves were generally portrayed as 
supportive and collaborative, but the opposite was true of 
relationships between slaves and slave owners. Even in 
cases where the slave owners treated the slaves “well,” the 
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idea that they were property was still a barrier to 
authentic relationship building. 
 Sexual experiences were either hinted at or not 
addressed at all except in the case of Copper Sun (Draper, 
2006) and a short story in one of Julius Lester’s 
compilations. This phenomenon was most likely due to 
consideration for the intended readership for the books, 
ages 10-15. Though sexual experiences were not highlighted 
in most instances, all authors dealt with the hardships and 
general treatment slaves endured. Either the characters in 
these stories observed brutality or they were the brunt of 
it. Treatment of the slaves could range from psychological 
and mild physical abuse to severe abuse and murder. Authors 
also portrayed slaves as resisting in ways that were 
subversive to aggressive; and none portrayed slaves as 
acquiescing to their condition. 
Conclusions 
Not much has changed over the last few decades in the 
world of children’s book publishing to increase the number 
and quality of literature available by and about people of 
color (CCBC, 2013b). In the genre of historical fiction, 
the stories by and about the enslavement of blacks and the 
history of African Americans in this country are few. 
However, the stories analyzed in this study were powerful 
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examples of quality literature, and together they provide a 
breadth and a depth of cultural and historical 
understanding about this time period and its far-reaching 
impact. The fact that the authors in this study were all 
African American with a stated commitment to writing 
literature about the experiences of black people surely 
impacted their depictions in personal and professional 
ways. Many of the authors completed thorough research that 
included travel to the locations they wrote about. 
This study of children’s historical fiction written by 
African American authors for middle-grade learners focused 
on chattel slavery in the United States found that African 
American female authors were writing stories from the 
perspectives of their female ancestors that contained 
strong female protagonists. Women telling women’s stories 
is not new and continues to be necessary. Bethel (1982) 
wrote, “The psychic history of Black women writers…has 
significance for us all, because writers in the Black 
female literary tradition have consistently chosen to 
appear in their own works in a particular way” (p. 176). In 
other words, black women have historically debunked the 
misrepresentations of their experiences that have often 
been created in the white American female and black male 
literary traditions (Bethel). In keeping with this 
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tradition, the black female authors highlighted in this 
study have told a vast array of stories about the black 
female slave experience.  
Alternatively, few African American males were writing 
historical fiction about slavery in general, and their 
works demonstrated less balance of the black female slave 
experience compared to their portrayals of the experiences 
of black male slaves. Only two of the five books by African 
American males in this study were published within the last 
twenty years: Day of Tears (Lester, 2005) and Elijah of 
Buxton (Curtis, 2007). More books in this study have been 
published by African American women in the last two 
decades, but mainly because three of the Addy books by 
Connie Porter barely fit into the last twenty years of 
publishing. If we restrict this list to the last ten years, 
then only five books in this study fit the bill, with 
African American males proportionally producing more 
contemporary works. However, all of these authors provided 
important insights into the psychologically and physically 
harmful institution that characterized chattel slavery. The 
three African American male authors featured in this study 
have laudable writing careers in the field of children’s 
and young adult literature. Walter Dean Myers and Julius 
Lester, both in their mid-seventies, have written for 
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decades; and Christopher Paul Curtis is an author who has 
made considerable contributions to children’s literature 
including historical fiction about the African American 
experience. While I hope these authors share many more 
years of their writing with young people, I also hope that 
there will be a resurgence of African American male writers 
who will take up the torch of writing historical fiction 
about the history of African Americans in the United States 
that includes rich, well-developed portrayals of black 
women. I speculate that many of the African American male 
authors write mainly for adults, or they illustrate 
children’s picture books and nonfiction informational books 
such as Kadir Nelson, Christopher Myers, and Fred McKissack 
as well as some famous entertainers and athletes such as 
Taye Diggs and Kareem Abdul Jabaar (CSK Award data)*. 
 
Classroom Implications and Recommendations 
 
In this study, I compared African American female 
authors and African American male authors in their 
portrayals of chattel slavery, more precisely the ways in 
which female slaves in the United States experienced this 
horrific time in our history. How, then, can these 
depictions in historical fiction for children supplement 
history texts and social studies curriculum for middle-
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level students? I first considered the social studies 
curriculum as impacted by textbooks. Next, I reflected on 
the use of children’s literature, particularly historical 
fiction, in the classroom to augment the social studies 
curriculum. Then, I moved into discussion about looking at 
the curriculum from a culturally relevant pedagogical 
standpoint to include historical fiction that took into 
account the contributions and experiences of minority 
groups in this country. Finally, I looked more closely at 
the teaching of slavery in the social studies curriculum to 
make the case for ways that depictions of the female slave 
experience in the United States can be an inroad into 
broaching the complex, controversial, and painful subject, 
particularly at a time in which revisionist history is 
promulgated in the social studies and history curricula as 
a means of shadowing the horrors of country’s past.  
American history textbooks. Tomlinson, Tunnell, & 
Richgels (1993) reported that history is taught from one 
main source, which is the textbook, and they suggested that 
it was important to reevaluate the materials used to teach 
the subject (p. 51). Loewen (2008) believes that one of the 
major problems in teaching history is the textbook; and, 
aside from the fact that American history textbooks used in 
classrooms are enormous in size and weight, many are also 
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flawed (p. 301; Gay, 2010, p. 130). They contain glaring 
omissions and erroneous information, and they are 
unscholarly (Loewen, 2008, p. 301, Kindle Paperwhite 
version). Loewen contended that textbooks are unscholarly 
because they rarely include different perspectives on 
controversial historical topics and often do not provide 
sufficient evidence for the position(s) presented in the 
text (p. 301). Many of the history texts used in classrooms 
across the country have traditionally “…been little more 
than repositories of dates, names, and facts that students 
have been required to memorize” (Tomlinson, Tunnell, & 
Richgels, 1993, p. 52). Gay (2003) found that many recent 
social studies texts had improved by not being as blatantly 
racist in presenting stereotypical portrayals of minority 
groups as in the past; but, they still do not deal 
adequately with race/racism or issues of controversy (p. 
124). Gay contended that this is the reason many students 
find U.S. history boring and dull.  
Loewen (2010) suggested that history textbooks can 
discourage teachers from teaching creatively, especially 
with the ease of using the ancillary materials that 
typically accompany textbook adoptions (p. 32 & 34). In 
spite of this, Loewen acknowledged that most teachers 
cannot abandon their textbooks but suggested that they do 
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not allow textbooks to dominate the classroom (p. 39; Gay, 
2003, p. 125). In a chapter titled “Why Isn’t That in the 
Textbook?” Levstik and Barton (2005) emphasized the need to 
provide students of history experience with multiple 
historical genres, both expository and narrative (p. 124). 
Furthermore, Howard (2003) stressed the importance of 
placing race back into the fabric of the social studies 
curriculum. He explained that the discipline provides no 
better opportunity in the curriculum to address issues of 
race, and social studies teachers are in a prime position 
to “redefine and reconceptualize school knowledge, most of 
which remains free of critical dialogue about race and 
racism” (p. 30, 31, & 39). With many textbooks controlled 
by European Americans, these materials can be considered as 
cultural artifacts (Bryne as quoted in Gay 2010, p. 130). 
As such, these cultural artifacts primarily confirm the 
status, culture, and contributions of the mainstream (Gay, 
2010, p. 129).  
Literature can open the door to this kind of dialogue 
and analysis of racism and related issues of race in our 
history as a means to combat the deracialization that often 
occurs due to the sparse or nonexistent discussions of 
racism/race (Gay, 2003, p. 137). It is my contention that 
one major way to contest problematic textbook issues and 
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provide multiple historical genres in the history classroom 
is through the use of literature or trade books. I focused 
on historical fiction for this particular study. 
Trade books in the social studies curriculum. Schwebel 
(2003) used The Witch of Blackbird Pond by Elizabeth George 
Speare as an example of how literature can be used to 
examine ways history and myth interact in the novel. She 
prefaced her research by citing that more educators were 
using popular works of historical fiction to “integrate the 
disciplines and elicit student interest in a subject often 
considered a dull stream of names, dates, and facts”  
(p. 196). Schwebel (2002) purported that scholars have 
maintained the use of narratives to deliver “insight into 
the accepted norms of society” that expose how people 
comprehend, accept, and resist the dominant culture; and, 
historical fiction incorporates an “understanding of 
contemporary society but also an interpretation of history 
that makes that understanding possible” (p. 197).  
The National Council for the Social Studies recognized 
the importance of social studies as an essential part of 
literacy efforts, particularly as recently adopted with the 
Common Core Standards for English Language Arts (NCSS, 
2012, p. 9). The organization also acknowledged that 
children’s literature holds a central role in social 
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studies instruction and in developing skills for critical 
thinking, creative thinking, and the future role students 
will play as citizens in the 21st century (NCSS, 2012, p. 9 
& 11). 
Historical stories are powerful cultural forces that 
connect past and present moral and ethical dilemmas, and 
this characteristic lends to the appeal of narrative texts 
(Levstik & Barton, 2003, p. 119-121). Tomlinson, Tunnell, & 
Richgels (1993) compared the content and writing of history 
textbooks with trade books and identified key elements of 
trade books that set them apart from typical history 
textbooks. As for content, emphasis and coverage were the 
two elements compared. With writing, the elements discussed 
were form, text structure, style, and interestingness. 
Overall, Tomlinson, Tunnell, & Richgels (1993) found 
that with content, trade books weave names, dates, and 
facts into a human story about motives, problems, and 
consequences and offer more description about how 
historical events affected the lives of common people and 
brought about transformative change through grass-roots 
efforts (p. 52). In the historical fiction I analyzed for 
this study, the main characters were all common people 
bringing about transformative change in their own lives and 
in the lives of others based on the backdrop of the 
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historical period of the story. Tomlinson et al. also 
applied Louise Rosenblatt’s transactional theory to discuss 
ways in which readers are “far more likely to encounter 
opportunities for individual, affective response when they 
read historical trade books than when they read history 
textbooks” (p. 54). Likewise, Tomlinson et al. indicated 
that research supports the idea that narrative can help 
children cultivate historical empathy, or the ability to 
vicariously experience the past from various perspectives 
without necessarily sharing those same points of view (p. 
54).  
In a chapter titled “The Tyranny of Coverage,” Loewen 
(2010) voiced his dismay at the trend in history textbooks 
that contain over 1,000 pages in many instances, and he 
expressed that it is almost impossible to teach an 
interesting American history course relying on a textbook 
of that magnitude. Rather, Loewen beseeched teachers to 
uncover the past instead of attempting to cover it by 
selecting 30-50 topics to teach (p. 19). He suggested a few 
ways to decide on these topics but offered ten themes of 
U.S. history as a starting point: 
• How cultures change through diffusion and 
syncretism 
• Taking the land 
• The individual versus the state 
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• The quest for equity (slavery and its end, 
women’s suffrage, etc.) 
• Sectionalism 
• Immigration and Americanization 
• Social class, democracy vs. plutocracy 
• Technological developments and the environment 
• Relations with other nations 
• Historiography, how we know things (Loewen, 2010, 
p. 22) 
 
Loewen (2010) believes that textbooks do a poor job of 
helping students learn to think deeply about issues of our 
past and its relevance to the present, and Tomlinson et al. 
(1993) believe that trade books can add depth to historical 
content and act as a conduit for introducing complex and 
controversial historical issues from a variety of 
perspectives in a way that can stimulate critical thought 
(p. 53). 
 In addition to the problem of shallow coverage of the 
massive number of topics in lengthy history textbooks, 
Tomlinson et al. (1993) revealed the tendency of publishers 
to cleanse or purify what children learn about history to 
avoid controversy, thus rendering textbooks “devoid of 
voice, drama, and coherence” while trade books offer 
“fuller more accurate portrayals of our past” that allow 
for in-depth study of a single person, event, or era and 
can present varied points of views on complex issues (p. 
55-57). Tomlinson et al. provide examples of trade books 
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that do this such as Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry by 
Mildred D. Taylor. 
 For writing, Tomlinson et al. (1993) discussed that 
historical textbooks are mainly expository. Children’s 
books can offer depth in both the narrative and expository 
forms of historical fiction and nonfiction 
informational/biographical literature, respectively. The 
text structure and style of well-written trade books thus 
promotes freedom for authors to present history in a 
dramatic, active way in clear and cohesive passages that 
add a greater degree of interestingness, reader 
involvement, and memorability [sic] than textbooks which 
tend to be written to emphasize the dissemination of facts 
with a sense of distance from the past (Tomlinson et al., 
1993, p. 53). 
 Integrating children’s literature into the social 
studies curriculum has another important aspect to 
consider. Care in the selection of trade books that are 
devoid of misrepresentations and stereotypes in much the 
same way as desired of [history] textbooks and basal 
readers is essential (Benton, 2000; Bland, 2001; Casment, 
2008; Doll, 2002; Gallo, 2001; Loewen, 2008, Kindle 
Paperwhite version; Loewen, 2010). Educators like Gloria 
Ladson-Billings have pushed for school curricula that does 
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not perpetuate a narrowly focused, dominant literacy agenda 
which can result in decreased achievement in marginalized 
groups (as quoted in Morrell, 2008, p. 3). Some educators 
advocate for using critical literacy to read and interpret 
texts (Lazar, Edwards, & McMillon, 2012; Morell, 2008). 
Lazar at al. (2012) related critical literacy to close 
examination of texts, deconstructing texts and 
reconstructing texts to build new understandings about 
social issues (p. 90). 
Culturally responsive teaching (or culturally relevant 
teaching). Geneva Gay (2010), professor of Education and 
Associate of the Center for Multicultural Education at the 
University of Washington-Seattle, defines culturally 
responsive teaching as “using the cultural knowledge, prior 
experiences, frames of references, and performance styles 
of ethnically diverse students to make learning encounters 
more relevant to and effective for them (p. 31). Gay 
provides a description of culturally responsive teaching 
that characterizes it as validating, comprehensive, 
multidimensional, empowering, transformative, and 
emancipatory (p. 31-38). Culturally responsive teaching 
validates each child’s strengths and considers cultural 
differences as assets to learning (p. 31). It recognizes 
the significance of the whole child, not just the 
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intellectual aspects but also concerns social and emotional 
development and the importance of strong connections to 
one’s ethnic group(s) and communities (p. 32). In this 
sense it is comprehensive. Culturally responsive teaching 
is multidimensional and requires an approach to teaching 
and to the curriculum that fosters “a wide range of 
cultural knowledge, experiences, contributions, and 
perspectives” (p. 34). Students are empowered through 
culturally responsive teaching, and this is exemplified in 
students’ belief in their own agency and their efficacy to 
learn and succeed (p. 34). Culturally responsive teaching 
also transforms and liberates as students learn that to 
challenge the “truth” that is typically taught in schools 
(p. 38). 
Culturally responsive teaching is critical because in 
many classrooms across the country, textbooks are the basis 
of classroom instruction (Gay, 2010, p. 129). These 
textbooks are controlled by the dominant group and confirm 
its contributions and values to the exclusion of racial 
minorities and some social classes (p. 129). Gordy and 
Pritchard (as cited in Gay, 2010, p. 131) analyzed several 
fifth grade social studies textbooks in one state and found 
that none of the authors provided a thorough critique of 
the slave trade or the values that made the slave trade 
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possible. Rather, the emphasis was descriptive instead of 
interpretive and did not provide for critical analysis. 
According to Gay (2010), “omissions and myopic analyses of 
ethnically diverse peoples…imply that they are irrelevant 
and even expendable” (p. 133). It was important to 
highlight culturally responsive teaching as a method to 
mitigate this effect, particularly as it relates to 
teaching about slavery for this study. 
Slavery: To teach or not to teach? Slavery is a 
complex historical topic embedded within other historical 
concepts that have been considered by some to be too 
abstract for young readers. Nonetheless, Picture books 
about slavery for young readers usually do not portray the 
horrors of slavery explicitly, which may be too difficult 
for them to grasp. Likewise, picture books and early 
chapter books may not convey a complete or accurate 
understanding of slavery in lieu of the simplicity that 
this level of children’s books requires. Social Studies 
curricula typically address United States history in the 5th 
and 8th grades; literature provides access to U.S. history 
for a range of ages/grades of children. In the case of Show 
Way (Woodson, 2005), which is categorized as a picture book 
but won a Newbery Honor in 2006, the story follows a 
generation of women from slavery to freedom. Young children 
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may not possess an underlying understand of how the quilt 
is a show way to freedom and a critical artifact in handing 
down the legacy of strong women who pursued freedom in 
different ways. Similarly, Christmas in the Big House, 
Christmas in the Quarters (McKissack, 1994) tells the 
parallel story of Christmas preparation on a plantation 
from the perspectives of slaves juxtaposed with the 
Christmas preparations of the slave masters who live in the 
big house. The detail and depth of research evident in this 
picture book is geared for readers with more background 
knowledge and conceptual understanding of this pre-Civil 
War period in history. In her book The Joy of Children’s 
Literature, Johnson (2009) discusses the harsh truth of 
history and the efforts by some to water down history in 
the name of protecting children:  
Not so long ago, it was the prevailing opinion 
that the author of children’s books had an 
obligation to moderate information about the 
unpleasant aspects of our history – to soften 
such human injustices…Authors of historical 
fiction must take into consideration the maturity 
of the reader.  If the events of history are 
presented in such a way that a child cannot 
understand or cope with the meaning, then the 
story has failed.  Yet the past cannot be “tidied 
up” in such a way as to mask the truth, accuracy, 
and importance of historical events (p. 222). 
 
There has been much controversy over teaching slavery 
in schools (Gray, 2011 June 29). Many are asking the 
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question, “Is slavery being taught to children too early in 
school?” (Kerckhove, 2008 February 29). Others are asking, 
“What are the most effective ways to teach about slavery?” 
(Black British History, n.d., section “What’s the best way 
to Teach about Slavery?” [sic]). 
Both questions are relevant as the controversy over 
teaching slavery in schools mounts. In a recent news story, 
a mother in Montgomery, Alabama, was disturbed when her 
son’s kindergarten teacher told the children to ask their 
parents if they would “ever go back into slavery” (King, 
2013 March 2, para. 2). Too add to the situation, the 
teacher also sent home a coloring sheet that depicted a 
slave transaction (para. 8). If that was not enough, the 
teacher had the students act out a slave auction in which 
the fair-skinned children were slavers and masters (para. 8 
& 9). This teacher was black. 
In a New York City school, a fourth grade class is 
asked to complete a math assignment that includes word 
problems about killing and whipping slaves (CBS News 
Interactive, 2013 February 22). One question on the math 
work started with 3,799 slaves on a ship, then read: “One 
day, the slaves took over the ship. 1,897 are dead. How 
many slaves are alive?” (para. 3). Another questions asked 
how many times a month was slave whipped if he was whipped 
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five times each day (para. 4). Parents at P.S. 59 were 
offended and shocked (para 5 & 7). 
In yet another situation, a white teacher bound two 
students’ hands and feet and had them crawl under a desk in 
her middle school classroom to simulate being on a slave 
ship. One of the girls was apparently traumatized and burst 
into tears in class (Block, 2008 December 5, para. 3). An 
outraged member of the local NAACP rhetorically asked 
whether or not the teacher would have children simulate a 
child getting into an oven to act out a scene of the 
Holocaust (para. 7). The superintendent of this school 
district responded to the controversy by saying, “We 
encourage our teachers to deliver the curriculum in a 
variety of ways, to go beyond just reading the textbook” 
(para. 9). He acknowledged that “something went wrong” 
because a child was upset (para. 9) – not because the 
lesson was wrong from the start. 
These incidents clearly demonstrate some of the issues 
with teaching about slavery. It is hard to say what age is 
the right age to teach about slavery. In all three cases, 
the age of the students involved in the lessons were of 
varying ages. In my research of slavery for this study, 
there were many times I had to put a book down and come 
back to it later because of the graphic nature of the 
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atrocities put upon the slaves. Other times I wept as I 
read about the inhumane treatment of Africans and blacks 
and the added sexual abuse to which female slaves were 
subjected. The question of when and how to teach slavery 
should be an ongoing discussion, and if nothing else, the 
incidents outlined here have made discussion necessary. 
However, I would add the question, “How much to teach?” In 
other words, how much should educators teach about slavery 
in elementary school? In middle school? In high school? 
Teaching about slavery and other racial issues can be 
uncomfortable for educators (Tatum, 2013, para. 4). Tatum 
encourages that teachers should treat sensitive topics like 
slavery carefully and acknowledge that discomfort is a 
normal reaction to this kind of conversation; however, she 
also purports that this is an opportunity for students to 
see themselves as agents of change. These incidents 
emphasize the need to infuse literature like the titles in 
this study into the social studies curriculum. Historical 
fiction can provide an inroad into the uncomfortable 
discussions about chattel slavery. 
Future Research 
This research on the portrayals of female slaves 
during the era of chattel slavery in the United States by 
African American authors is a useful one. The dual impact 
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that race and sex can have on portrayals in literature for 
children is important to other cultures as well. Future 
research on the portrayals of African American females in 
the illustrations and stories of historical fiction (or 
other genres) available in children’s picture books would 
be invaluable. 
Additionally, a researcher could study representations 
of black women and girls in historical fiction about the 
Civil Rights Movement in the United States. On one hand, 
someone might want to study works written only by African 
American authors about the Civil Rights Movement; on the 
other hand, the study might be a comparison of portrayals 
of black females by African American authors with 
mainstream authors. Or, the researcher might look at the 
biographies of the Civil Rights Era related to who is 
written about and who is missing from the literature from 
children. 
In similar ways, Native women are also invisible or 
portrayed with little depth in history texts and literature 
for children; and, like African American women, many 
Americans are familiar with few Native women other than 
Pocahontas and Sacajawea (Reese, 2001, p. 127). The number 
children’s books published each year by Native authors 
writing about Native Americans is dismal, even in 
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comparison to authors of other minority groups (CCBC, 
2013). Moreover, Reese (2001) encouraged critics, teachers, 
librarians, and parents to critically review illustrations 
in children’s literature that portray Native Americans for 
stereotypes (p. 131).  
Finally, a future study on the use of high quality 
historical fiction about slavery, such as the novels 
analyzed in this study, can provide insight into the 
methods and practices teachers can implement to introduce 
or supplement controversial historical topics such as 
slavery to students. This kind of research could address 
teaching slavery through children’s books and could focus 
on effective teaching practices aimed at increasing content 
knowledge, changing attitudes and beliefs, and 
understanding history from diverse perspectives. Likewise, 
a meta-analysis of response studies that center around the 
ways African American children respond to literature that 
affirms who they are and validates their experiences would 
be useful in confirming the necessity for the type of 
literature in classrooms that addresses diverse 
perspectives (Perkins, 1999). 
Final Comments 
 This research has forever changed my understanding of 
slavery and the history of women in this country from whom 
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I have descended. Personally, this study has catapulted me 
into a search for new knowledge about the history of 
African American women in the United States and abroad. 
Professionally, I am dedicated to continued analysis of 
portrayals of black females in children’s literature across 
genres and media outlets such as television and film. It is 
my hope that this study will motivate all readers to be 
cognizant of the types of representations that stereotype 
minority groups and allow longstanding negative images and 
ideologies to endure.  
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CHAPTER 7 
TABLES 
Table 1. Book Awards and Book Lists for Diverse or 
Multicultural Literature 
Key: ALA = American Library Association; EMIERT = Ethnic and Multicultural Information Exchange Round 
Table; GLBTRT = Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and Transgender Round Table; IBBY = International Board on 
Books for Young People; USBBY = United States Board on Books for Young People.  
Book Award or Book List Awarded To/For  Awarded/Created By (Year 
Established) 
50 Multicultural Books Every Child 
Should Know 
n/a CCBC 
Carter G. Woodson Book Award The most distinguished social 
science books for young readers that 
depicts ethnicity in the United 
States. 
NCSS (1974) 
Coretta Scott King Award African American authors and 
illustrators of children’s books that 
address African American culture. 
ALA/EMIERT (1970) 
John Steptoe New Talent Award Affirm new talent and excellence in 
writing and illustration which might 
otherwise not be recognized (subset 
of the Coretta Scott King Award). 
ALA (1995) 
Notable Books for a Global Society Outstanding trade books for 
enhancing student understanding of 
people and cultures throughout the 
world. 
International Reading Association 
(1995) 
Outstanding International Books List Outstanding international books for 
young people. 
USBBY (2006) 
Outstanding Books for Young People 
with Disabilities 
Outstanding books for young people 
with disabilities. 
IBBY (2005) 
Pura Belpre Outstanding portrayals of Latino 
cultural in literature by Latino/Latina 
authors and illustrators 
ALA (1996) 
Stonewall Book Award Exceptional merit in children’s and 
young adult literature relating to the 
LGBT experience. 
ALA/GLBTRT (2010) 
Sydney Taylor Book Award Excellence in children’s books about 
the Jewish experience. 
USBBY (1968) 
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Table 2. Publishing Trends: Children’s Books by and about 









African /  
African Americans 
   By About 
2012 5,000 3,600 68 119 
2011 5,000 3,400 79 123 
2010 5,000 3,400 102 156 
2009 5,000 3,000 83 157 
2008 5,000 3,000 83 172 
2007 5,000 3,000 77 150 
2006 5,000 3,000 87 153 
2005 5,000 2,800 75 149 
2004 5,000 2,800 99 143 
2003 5,000 3,200 79 171 
2002 5,000 3,150 69 166 
Cooperative Children’s Book Center. (2013b). Children’s books by and about people of color published in the 
United States. School of Education, University of Wisconsin-Madison. Retrieved from 
http://www.education.wisc.edu/ccbc/books/pcstats.asp.  
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Table 3. Publishing Trends: Children’s Books by and about 
African Americans in the United States, 1994-2001 
Year  Total Number of 
Books Published 
African /  
African-Americans 
  By About  
2001 5,000-5,500 99 201  
2000 5,000-5,500 96 147  
1999 5,000  81 150  
1998 5,000 96 188  
1997  4,500-5000  88  216  
1996  4,500 92 172  
1995  4,500 100 167 
1994 4,500 82 166 
Cooperative Children’s Book Center. (2013b). Children’s books by and about people of color published in the 
United States. School of Education, University of Wisconsin-Madison. Retrieved from 
http://www.education.wisc.edu/ccbc/books/pcstats.asp.  
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Table 4. Publishing Trends: Children’s Books by and about 
African American Authors and Illustrators Published in the 
United States, 1985-1993 
Year  
Total Number of 
Books Published 
Total Number of Books 
by Black Authors and Illustrators 
1993 4,500 74 
1992 4,500 94 
1991  4,000 70 
1990 5,000 51  
1989 4,000 48 
1988 3,000 39 
1987  3,000 30  
1986 3,000 18  
1985  2,500 18  
Cooperative Children’s Book Center. (2013b). Children’s books by and about people of color published in the 
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Table 5. Cooperative Children’s Book Center Observations on 
Publishing, 2002-2012 































































Adapted from “Children’s Books by and about People of Color Published in the United States” statistics gathered by the 
Cooperative Children’s Book Center through the School of Education at the University of Wisconsin – Madison 
(http://www.education.wisc.edu/ccbc/books/pcstats.asp.)  
Note: Percentages are rounded to the nearest hundredth. 
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Table 6. Initial List of Identified Literature with Reading 
Levels 






Curtis, Christopher Paul  Elijah of Buxton 2007, Scholastic 1070L/7.8/grade 3 
Draper, Sharon Copper Sun 2006, Simon & 
Schuster 
820L/4.8/grade 9 
Hamilton, Virginia The Magical Adventures 
of Pretty Pearl 
1983, Harper & Row 
Publishers 
620L/6.9/grades 6-8 
Hamilton, Virginia Time Pieces 2002, The Blue Sky 
Press 
400L/NA/grades 5-9 
Hansen, Joyce I Thought My Soul Would 
Rise and Fly (Dear 
America series) 
1997, Scholastic 820L/4.8/grades 6-8 
Hansen, Joyce Out From This Place 1988, Avon Books 680L/6.5/grades 4-7 
Hansen, Joyce The Heart Calls Home 1999, Walter 
Publishing Company 
650L/5.9/grades 6-8 




Lester, Julius Day of Tears 2005, Hyperion 
Books for Children 
NA/5.6/grades 4-8 
Lester, Julius The Long Journey Home  1972, Puffin Books 
(Penguin Group) 
810L/8.1/grades 6-8 
Lester, Julius This Strange New Feeling 1982, Dial Books 
(Penguin Group) 
840L/5.8/grades 9 
McKissack, Patricia A Picture of Freedom 
(Dear America series) 
1997, Scholastic 790L/5.2/grades 6-8 
McKissack, Patricia & 
McKissack, Frederick 
Christmas in the Big 
House, Christmas in the 
Quarters 
1994, Scholastic 960L/6.2/grades 3-5 
Mosley, Walter 47 2005, Little, Brown 
& Company 
860L/5.2/grades 9 
Myers, Walter Dean The Glory Field 1994, Scholastic 800L/5.8/grades 9-12 
Nolen, Jerdine Eliza’s Freedom Road 2011, Simon & 
Schuster 
670L/NA/ages 8-11 
Pinkney, Andrea Davis Silent Thunder: A Civil 
War Story 
1999, Hyperion 
Books for Children 
880L/5.8/grades 5-8 
Porter, Connie Addy Learns a Lesson 1993, Pleasant 
Company 
660L/5.2/grades 3-5 
Porter, Connie Addy Save the Day 1994, Pleasant 
Company 
700L/4.9/grades 3-5 
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Table 6 (continued) 






    
Porter, Connie Changes for Addy 1994, Pleasant 
Company 
760L/4.3/grades 3-6 
Porter, Connie Happy Birthday, Addy! 1994, Pleasant 
Company 
680L/4.7/grades 3-5 
Porter, Connie Meet Addy 1993, Pleasant 
Company  
700L/5.1/grades 3-5 




KEY: GLE = grade level equivalent, NA=not available 
Reading level data sources: The Lexile® Framework for Reading, Scholastic Book Wizard 
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Table 7. Lexile® Typical Reader Measures by Grade Level  
Grade Reader Measures, Mid-Year 
25th percentile to 75th percentile 
1 Up to 300L 
2 140L – 500L 
3 330L – 700L 
4 445L – 810L 
5 565L – 910L 
6 665L – 1000L 
7 735L – 1065L 
8 805L – 1100L 
9 855L – 1165L 
10 905L – 1195L 
11 and 12 940L – 1210L 
Data from MetaMetrics (2013), “Lexile-to-Grade Correspondence” at http://www.lexile.com/about-
lexile/grade-equivalent/grade-equivalent-chart/.  
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Table 8. African American Male Authors and Their Works 
Author Title of Book(s) Type of Book 
Curtis, Christopher Paul  Elijah of Buxton (2007) Novel 
Lester, Julius Day of Tears (2005) Scripted novel 
 The Long Journey Home (1972) Short story compilation 
 This Strange New Feeling (1982) Short story compilation 
*Mosley, Walter 47 (2005) Novel 
Myers, Walter Dean The Glory Field (1994) Novel 
*Author and title was ultimately eliminated from the list because it did not meet the criteria. 
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Table 9. African American Female Authors and Their Works 
Author Book Title(s) Type of Book 
Draper, Sharon Copper Sun (2006) Novel 
 
*Hamilton, Virginia The Magical Adventures of Pretty Pearl (1983)  
 





Hansen, Joyce I Thought My Soul Would Rise and Fly  (1997) 
 
 
Which Way Freedom? (1986), book 1 
Out from this Place (1988), book 2 






Obi and Easter 
Trilogy (novels) 




Nolen, Jerdine Eliza’s Freedom Road (2011) Novel 
 
Pinkney, Andrea Davis Silent Thunder: A Civil War Story (1999) Novel 
 
Porter, Connie Meet Addy (1993), book 1 
Addy Learns a Lesson (1993), book 2 
Addy’s Surprise (1993), book 3 
Happy Birthday, Addy! (1994), book 4 
Addy Saves the Day (1994), book 5 
Changes for Addy (1994), book 6 
 
Addy® Collection 
in the American 
Girl series 




Woodson, Jacqueline Show Way (2005) Picture book 
 *Author and title(s) were ultimately eliminated from the list because it did not meet the criteria. 
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Table 10. Final List of Historical Fiction for Middle-Level 
Learners by African American Authors about Chattel Slavery 
in the United States 
Author  Sex of Author Title & Copyright 
Curtis, Christopher Paul Male Elijah of Buxton, 2007 
Draper, Sharon Female Copper Sun, 2004 
Hansen, Joyce Female I Thought My Soul Would Rise and Fly, 1997 
  Which Way Freedom, 1986 
  Out From This Place, 1988 
  The Heart Calls Home, 1999 
Lester, Julius Male Day of Tears, 2005 
  The Long Journey Home, 1972 
  This Strange New Feeling, 1982 
McKissack, Patricia Female A Picture of Freedom, 1997 
Myers, Walter Dean Male The Glory Field, 1994 
Nolen, Jerdine Female Eliza’s Freedom Road, 2011 
Pinkney, Andrea Female Silent Thunder, 1999 
Porter, Connie Female Meet Addy, 1993 
  Addy Learns a Lesson, 1993 
  Addy’s Surprise, 1993 
  Happy Birthday, 1994 
  Addy Saves the Day, 1994 
  Changes for Addy, 1994 
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Table 11. Recognition and Awards Won for Featured 
Literature  
Titles (Author, Copyright)  Recognition or Major Awards Won for Analyzed Literature 
African American Female Authors  
Copper Sun (Draper, 2006) 2007 Coretta Scott King Author Award 
Booklist Top 10 Historical Fiction Books 
Nominated for a 2007 NAACP Image Award for Literature 
NCSS Notable Social Studies Trade Book 
IRA 2007 Notable Book for a Global Society 
New York Times Bestseller List 
Dear America series: I Thought My Soul 
Would Rise and Fly (Hansen, 1997) 
1998 Coretta Scott King Author Honor Book 
The Obi and Easter Trilogy:  





Book 2 - Out From This Place (Hansen, 1988) 
 





1987 Coretta Scott King Author Honor Book  
ALA Notable Children’s Book 
NCSS Notable Children’s Trade Book in the Field of Social Studies 
(CBS) 
Book 2: 
1989 ALA Notable Children’s Book (book 2) 
-- 
Dear America series: A Picture of Freedom 
(McKissack, 1997) 
-- 
Eliza’s Freedom Road (Nolen, 2011) A Paula Wiseman Book (Simon & Schuster) 




The Addy® Collection: 
Book 1 - Meet Addy (Porter, 1993) 
Book 2 - Addy Learns a Lesson (Porter, 
1993) 
Book 3 - Addy’s Surprise (Porter, 1993) 
Book 4 - Happy Birthday, Addy! (Porter, 
1994) 
Book 5 - Addy Save the Day (Porter, 1994) 
Book 6 - Changes for Addy (Porter, 1994) 
-- 
Show Way (Woodson, 2005) 2006 Newbery Honor Book 
2006 ALA Notable Children’s Book – Middle Grade Readers Category 
2005 Booklist Editors’ Choice – Books for Youth – Middle Grade 
Readers Category 
African American Male Authors  
Elijah of Buxton (Curtis, 2007) 
	  
2008 Coretta Scott King Author Award 
2008 Newbery Honor Book 
2008 Scott O’Dell Historical Fiction Award 
2008 ALA Notable Children’s Book – Older Readers Category 
2007 Booklist Editors’ Choice – Books for Youth – Older Readers 
Category 
2008 Canadian Library Association Book of the Year for Children 
Award 
2008 Geoffrey Bilson Award for Historical Fiction (Canadian) 
NAACP Image Award Nominee 
Day of Tears (Lester, 2005) 2006 Coretta Scott King Author Award 
2006 YALSA Best Books for Young Adults 
2006 ALA Notable Children’s Books – Older Readers Category 
2005 Booklist Editors’ Choice – Books for Youth – Older Readers 
Category 
The Long Journey Home (Lester, 1972) 1973 National Book Award finalist 
This Strange New Feeling (Lester, 1982) 1983 Coretta Scott King Honor Book 
The Glory Field (Myers, 1994) -- 
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Table 12. Outside Reading of Children’s Books about Slavery 
(Genre other than historical fiction &/or author is not 
African American) 
 
Author Copyright Title Genre 
Anderson, Laurie Halse 2008 Chains  Historical fiction 
Aronson, Marc 2010 Sugar Changed the World: A Story of 
Magic, Spice, Slavery, Freedom, and 
Science 
Nonfiction informational 
Barboza, Steven 1994 Door of No Return: The Legend of Goree 
Island 
Photo Essay/Picture Book 
Clark, Margaret Goff 1980 Freedom Crossing Historical fiction 
Cole, Henry 2012 Unspoken: A Story from the Underground 
Railroad 
Wordless picture book 
Feelings, Tom 1995 Middle Passage: White Ships, Black Cargo Wordless picture book 
Fox, Paula 1973 Slave Dancer Historical fiction 
Freedman, Florence B. 1971 Two Tickets to Freedom: The True Story of 
Ellen and William Craft, Fugitive Slaves  
Nonfiction biographical  
Grady, Cynthia 2012 I Lay My Stitches Down: Poems of 
American Slavery 
Poetry/Verse 
Hamilton, Virginia 1988 Anthony Burns: The Defeat and Triumph of 
a Fugitive Slave 
Fictionalized biography 
Hamilton, Virginia 2002 Many Thousand Gone: African Americans 
from Slavery to Freedom 
Traditional literature 
Hamilton, Virginia 1983 The Magical Adventures of Pretty Pearl Magical realism/ historical/ 
folklore 
Hamilton, Virginia 1993 The People Could Fly Folklore  
Lester, Julius 1998 From Slave Ship to Freedom Road  Mixed genre 
Lester, Julius 1969 To Be a Slave Nonfiction informational 
McKissack, Patricia 1994 Christmas in the Big House, Christmas in 
the Quarters 
Nonfiction informational 
McKissack, Patricia C. & 
McKissack, Fredrick L. 
2003 Days of Jubilee: The End of Slavery in the 
United States 
Nonfiction informational 
McKissack, Patricia 2011 Never Forgotten  Poetry/Verse 
Mosely, Walter 2005 47 Magical realism/ historical/ 
folklore 
Nelson, Kadir 2011 Heart and Soul  Nonfiction informational 
Paulsen, Gary 1993 Night John Historical fiction 
Paulsen, Gary 1997 Sarny  Historical fiction 
Peck, Richard 2003 The River Between Us Historical fiction 
Polacco, Patricia 2009 January’s Sparrow  Historical fiction 
(illustrated) 
Rappaport, Doreen 2004 Free at Last! Stories and Songs of 
Emancipation 
Nonfiction informational 
Rappaport, Doreen 2002 No More! Stories and Songs of Slave 
Resistance 
Nonfiction informational 
Smalls, Irene 1995 Ebony Sea Picture book – 
fictionalized account of a 
real event 
Taylor, Mildred D. 2001 The Land Historical fiction 
Taylor, Theodore 1969 The Cay  Novel 
Yates, Elizabeth 1950 Amos Fortune, Free Man  Fictionalized biography 
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Table 13. Geographic Locations and Time Periods 
Book Title (Author, Copyright) Geographic Location(s) Time Period(s) 
Addy® Collection: 
Book 1: Meet Addy (Porter, 1993) 
Book 2: Addy Learns a Lesson 
(Porter, 1993) 
Book 3: Addy’s Surprise (Porter, 
1993) 
Book 4: Happy Birthday, Addy! 
(Porter, 1994) 
Book 5: Addy Saves the Day 
(Porter, 1994) 
Book 6: Changes for Addy (Porter, 
1994)  
North Carolina  
Philadelphia 
1864-1865 
A Picture of Freedom (McKissack, 
1997) 
Virginia  1859 
Copper Sun (Draper, 2006) Ghana, Africa 
South Carolina 
1738 
Eliza’s Freedom Road (Nolen, 
2011)  
Virginia  Maryland  St. 
Catherine’s, Canada 
1854 
I Thought My Soul Would Rise and 
Fly (Hansen, 1997) 
South Carolina 1865 
Obi and Easter trilogy: 
Book 1 – Which Way Freedom? 
(Hansen, 1986) 
Book 2 – Out from this Place 
(Hansen, 1988) 
Book 3 – The Heart Calls Home 
(Hansen, 1999) 
South Carolina and the Sea 
Islands 
Book 1 – 1861-1864 
 
Book 2 – 1862-1866 
 
Book 3 – 1866-1871 
Show Way (Woodson, 2005) Virginia  South Carolina Varies or unspecified 
Silent Thunder (Pinkney, 1999) Virginia 1862 
Elijah of Buxton (Curtis, 2007) Ontario, Canada 1860 
Day of Tears (Lester, 2005) Georgia 1859 
Long Journey Home (Lester, 1972) Story #1 – ambiguous 
Story #2 – unspecified (but 
likely Kentucky)  Ohio 
(Cincinnati and Columbus) 
 Canada 
Story #3 – Louisville, KY 
Story #4 – The West 
(varies) 
Story #5 - Pine Bluff, AR 
 Pulaski, TN 
Story #6 – Florida 
#1 – circa 1925 
#2 – unspecified 
#3 – 1853 
#4 – circa 1885 
#5 – after the Emancipation 
Proclamation 
#6 – unspecified; several years after 
The Surrender (at Appomattox in 
1865) 
This Strange New Feeling (Lester, 
1982) 
Story #1 – Maryland 
Story #2 – Virginia 
Story #3 – Macon, Georgia 
 Philadelphia  Boston 
 England 
#1 - unspecified 
#2 - unspecified 
#3 – before the Fugitive Slave Law 
of 1850 
Glory Field (Myers, 1994) Sierra Leone 
South Carolina 
Chicago, Illinois 
Harlem, New York 
1753 
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Table 14. Summary of Protagonist Demographics 






Addy Walker 9 (Books #1-3) 
10 (Books #4-6) 
Female Black English 
A Picture of 
Freedom 
(McKissack, 1997) 
Clotee 12 Female Black English 
Copper Sun 
(Draper, 2006) 





Road (2011)  
Eliza 12 Female Black *English 
I Thought My Soul 
Would Rise and Fly 
(Hansen, 1997) 
Patsy 12 Female Black English 





Out From This 
Place (Hansen, 
1988) 





About 16 or 17 
(Obi) 
About 13 (Easter) 






Soonie & 7 
generations of 
women 










12 or 13 (Rosco) 
Summer – 
female 
Rosco – male 
Black English 
Elijah of Buxton 
(Curtis, 2007) 
Elijah Freeman 11 Male Black *English 
Day of Tears 
(Lester, 2005) 
Emma, and 
others (like an 
ensemble cast) 
12 (Emma) Female Black English 




Story #2: Louis 
Story #3: Ban 
Story #4: Bob 
Story #5: Jake 
Story #6: 
unspecified 
Louis – 16 
 
All other ages 
unspecified but 
implied that they 
were adults (e.g. 





(story #6, but 
narrator is 
implied to be 
female) 
Black for all 
characters 
English 
This Strange New 
Feeling (Lester, 
1982) 
Story #1: Ras 
Story #2: Maria 
Story #3: 
William and Ellen 
Craft 
Maria – 18; 
Unspecified but 
implied as adult 
for all other 
stories 
Story #1 – 
male 
Story #2 – 
female 
Story #3 –  
male/female 
couple 





part white but 
can pass for 
white) 
English 
Glory Field (Myers, 
1994) 
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Table 15. Education and Spirituality 
Book Title/Author Education Spirituality  
 
Elijah of Buxton (Curtis, 2007) *Sabbath Schools and “regular” or 
“everyday” school 
Connected to education 
(Sabbath Schools) 
Day of Tears (Lester, 2005) NP or NPD Loose references to God 
(God’s tears) 
Long Journey Home (Lester, 1972) NP or NPD NP or NPD 
This Strange New Feeling (Lester, 1982) NP or NPD NP or NPD 
Glory Field (Myers, 1994) 
 
NP or NPD NP or NPD 
Addy® Collection (Porter) 
Book 1: Meet Addy (1993) 
Book 2: Addy Learns a Lesson (1993) 
Book 3: Addy’s Surprise (1993) 
Book 4: Happy Birthday, Addy! (1994) 
Book 5: Addy Saves the Day (1994) 
Book 6: Changes for Addy (1994)  
*Schooling provided in Philadelphia 
to free blacks and ex-slaves 
Role of the church in providing 
services such as education to 
blacks 
A Picture of Freedom (McKissack, 1997) *Quest for reading and writing; 
Reading as an act of liberation. 
Slave preacher on the 
plantation; Sundays and 
holidays under the eye of the 
master. 
Copper Sun (Draper, 2006) *Learning a new language (from 
Ewe to English) 
NP or NPD 
Eliza’s Freedom Road (2011)  *Educated by slaveholder/mistress Reading from the Bible (“Good 
Book”); Meeting Day & the 
praise house (Maryland)  
I Thought My Soul Would Rise and Fly 
(Hansen, 1997) 
*Quest for reading and writing *Attended church with the 
mistress. Religion used to keep 
slaves submissive. 
Obi and Easter trilogy (Hansen) 
Book 1 – Which Way Freedom? (1986) 
Book 2 – Out from this Place (1988) 
Book 3 – The Heart Calls Home (1999) 
*Starting schools for blacks Slave  ex-slave plantation 
preacher; church also as a 
meeting place 
Show Way (Woodson, 2005) Education centered around life skills 
and survival 
NP or NPD 
Silent Thunder (Pinkney, 1999) *Quest for reading and writing NP or NPD 
Key: NP or NPD = Not portrayed or not portrayed in depth. 
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Table 16. Daily Life/Typical Work Day 










Addy Walker   X  
A Picture of 
Freedom 
(McKissack, 1997) 
Clotee  X   
Copper Sun 
(Draper, 2006) 




Eliza X    
I Thought My Soul 
Would Rise and 
Fly (Hansen, 
1997) 
Patsy X X   
Obi and Easter 
trilogy (Hansen) 
Home (1999) 
Obi and Easter   X  
Show Way 
(Woodson, 2005) 
Soonie & 7 
generations of 
women 





 X (both Summer 
and Rosco) 
  
Elijah of Buxton 
(Curtis, 2007) 
Elijah Freeman n/a (free) n/a n/a n/a 
Day of Tears 
(Lester, 2005) 






Story #2: Louis 
Story #3: Ben 
Story #4: Bob 
Story #5: Jake 
Story #6: 
unspecified 
 #3 - X  #1 - musician 
This Strange New 
Feeling (Lester, 
1982) 
Story #1: Ras 




 Maria   
Glory Field (Myers, 
1994) 
 
Lizzy X    
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Table 17. Family Structure 
 





Addy Walker Y Y n/a Y 
A Picture of Freedom 
(McKissack, 1997) 
Clotee N N n/a Y - Aunt Tee; Uncle 
Heb (surrogate) 
Copper Sun (Draper, 
2006) 
Amari Killed Killed Besa – 
engaged 
Y  
Eliza’s Freedom Road 
(2011)  
Eliza Mother - sold N n/a Y 
I Thought My Soul 
Would Rise and Fly 
(Hansen, 1997) 
Patsy Does not 
know mother 
or father 
N n/a Y 





Obi – search 





Obi marry in 
book #3 
Y 






N N Marriages 
take place 
Y (e.g. Big Mama) 




Mother Y n/a  




Y – mother 
and father 
n/a n/a Y - Teachers; Mr. 




Day of Tears (Lester, 
2005) 
Emma Y – mother 
and father 
until she is 
sold 
n/a n/a n/a 














n/a – all are 
adult 
characters 
n/a #1 – N 
#2 – N 
#3 – Y 
#4 – N 
#5 – Y 
#6 – n/a 
(narrator) 
Varied 
This Strange New 








n/a  -adult 
characters 






#2 – Y 
#3 – Y (Craft 
couple) 
Varied 
Glory Field (Myers, 
1994) 
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Table 18. Relationships on the Plantation 








Elijah of Buxton (Curtis, 
2007) 
Elijah Freeman n/a n/a n/a Adults and 
children in the 
Elgin 
community 










Long Journey Home 
(Lester, 1972) 
Story #1: Rambler 
Story #2: Louis 
Story #3: Ban 
Story #4: Bob 
Story #5: Jake 
Story #6: unspecified 
   #2 - 
Abolitionists 
This Strange New Feeling 
(Lester, 1982) 
Story #1: Ras 
Story #2: Maria 
Story #3: William and Ellen 
Craft 
    
Glory Field (Myers, 1994) 
 
Lizzy Positive      
Addy® Collection (Porter) 
 
Addy Walker Not 
focused 
on 
Master is cruel n/a Conductors on 
Underground 
Railroad 
A Picture of Freedom 
(McKissack, 1997) 
Clotee     
Copper Sun (Draper, 2006) Amari     
Eliza’s Freedom Road 
(2011)  
Eliza  Teaches her to 
read 
  
I Thought My Soul Would 
Rise and Fly (Hansen, 
1997) 
Patsy     
Obi and Easter trilogy 
(Hansen) 
Home (1999) 
Obi and Easter     
Show Way (Woodson, 
2005) 
Soonie & seven 
generations of women  
n/a n/a n/a Big Mama 
Silent Thunder (Pinkney, 
1999) 
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Table 19. Sexual Experiences, General Treatment and 
Resistance  
Title Protagonist Sexual 
Experiences 
General Treatment Resistance 
Elijah of Buxton 
(Curtis, 2007) 
Elijah Freeman n/a n/a (free); but Mr. Leroy 
(finger cut off, whipped) 
Saves a baby girl from 
the fate that awaits her 
family. 
Other slaves escape to 
Canada (Buxton) 
Day of Tears 
(Lester, 2005) 
Emma n/a Treated “well” for a 
time; but, sold by 
surprise 
Emma’s mother tells 
Master Butler what she 





Story #1: Rambler 
Story #2: Louis 
Story #3: Ben 
Story #4: Bob 





stand with a 
woman. 
#1 – n/a 
#2 - was about to be 
sold 
#3 – no physical 
mistreatment; but, the 
point of the story is that 
it does not matter. Ben 
wants to be free. 
#4 – n/a 
#5 – n/a 
#6 – physical 
mistreatment 
#1 – stays on the run  
#2 – ran away 
#3 – escapes  
#4 – n/a 
#5 – gains freedom 
through Emancipation 
Proclamation 
#6 – did not run 
This Strange New 
Feeling (Lester, 
1982) 
Story #1: Ras 
Story #2: Maria 
Story #3: William 
and Ellen Craft 
n/a #1 – Uncle Isaac is 
whipped to death. 
#2 – Maria was treated 
like a mistress’ little girl 
at first; then regular 
beatings for no reason 
#1 – Ras and Sally ran 
away; kill the master 
#2 – got married to a 
free black man 
Glory Field (Myers, 
1994) 
Lizzy n/a Beatings; severe 






Addy Walker n/a Whipped, forced to eat 
worms, family sold off 
Ran away 
A Picture of 
Freedom 
(McKissack, 1997) 
Clotee Hinted at Physical abuse – e.g. 
whippings 
Learning to read and 
write; stealing scraps 





Torture (e.g. Tidbit as 
alligator bait), beating/ 
flogging raping, killing 
Ran away; poisoned 
the master (Teenie) 
Eliza’s Freedom 
Road (2011)  
Eliza n/a Could be sold away, 
beaten; can’t swim; 
can’t have pockets; 
always hungry  
Ran away 
I Thought My Soul 
Would Rise and 
Fly (Hansen, 
1997) 
Patsy Hinted at Threat of harm Poison bloodhounds; 
burn down plantation 
jail & whipping post; 
left plantation after 
freedom 
Obi and Easter 
trilogy (Hansen) 
Home (1999) 
Obi and Easter Hinted at 
(which is why 
Easter need to 
dress as a boy 
when they 
first escaped) 
Treated  “well” by 
master; but master’s 




Soonie & 7 
generations of 
women 
n/a Sold off; shot and killed 
(Soonie’s father – 1863) 
 
Show way – quilt; help 





Summer and Rosco Hinted at Threat of physical harm 
loomed 
Rosco – ran away; 
joined Union army 
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APPENDIX B  
EXPERT ANALYSIS #1 (A1) 
 
*Please note that the top part of this document was purposely cropped out in order to protect the privacy of 
the expert reviewer. 
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APPENDIX C 
EXPERT ANALYSIS #2 (A2) 
Analysis of Children's Historical Fiction on Slavery 
1. Rater Information:  
The rater information was purposely removed in order 
to protect the privacy of the expert reviewer. 
2. What is the age (or age range) of the female 
protagonist? 
She says 12 years old on page. 8. Later, Aunt Tee 
notes that Clotee is “’bout twelve,” and Clotee notes, 
“nobody knows the real day I was borned” (p. 21). 
3. How did the protagonist identify her ethnicity or have 
her ethnic identity decided for her? 
She identifies herself as one of “Mas’ 
Henley[‘s]…slaves” (p. 4), but makes clear that while 
“Mas’ Henley thinks he owns everything here at 
Belmont, but he don’t own me—not really”—not “what’s 
in my head. He cain’t own what’s inside me. Nobody 
can” (p. 5). She talks about her mother’s “brown face” 
(p. 11), and makes no connections to being light-
skinned like Hince when his possible mixed-race 
heritage is discussed on page 23, so the assumption is 
that she is darker brown in skin-tone. She is a 
“slave” and as Uncle Heb notes, “color of yo’ skin 
don’t matter when you’re a slave” (p. 24). Heb 
continues telling her that according to “Virginia law, 
if the mama be black, then her chir’ren be black. If 
the mama be a slave, then her chir’ren be a slave. 
Hince looks white but he’s black ‘cause his mama Ola 
was black. Never mind who his daddy be.” This makes 
clear that Clotee herself, as the enslaved daughter of 
a black enslaved woman, is considered ethnically black 
and bound as a slave in terms of how she is forcibly 
identified. She identifies with being black but she 
rebels in her mind to the identity of being an “owned” 
person—in body maybe, at this point, but not in mind 
(p. 5).  
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4. Did the protagonist learn to read &/or write? How did 
she learn? What other types of "education" were available 
to her? 
Clotee was self-taught, and in essence also taught 
inadvertently by the mistress of the plantation as 
Clotee would eavesdrop on the lessons between the 
mistress and her son while Clotee was fanning them 
both. As the book starts she is in her “third learnin’ 
season” (p. 3). She practices reading and writing any 
chance she gets, using materials she sneaks from the 
house (newspapers and letters from the trash; books 
from her master’s shelf). She is careful, though, not 
to get caught, not touching the master’s bible, for 
example, even though she is curious and wants to read 
it. She learns also from her family members, e.g., 
when Uncle Heb is talking with her about identity and 
ownership (p. 24) and at other times from adults in 
the community (e.g., church scene and Rufus).  
5. Describe the protagonist's spoken language(s) and 
use/role of language in her life. 
What we have in these pages is not really spoken 
language, but written language. She uses invented 
spellings when she needs to, focusing more on her 
ideas. She uses dialect expressions that are part of 
her community’s ways of expressing self. She uses 
language to grow her mind, enhance her education, and 
to express her views contesting the ways her life is 
bounded and the ways she and her community and her 
owner’s family are identified. For example, on page 
24, she refuses to accept things. She hears Heb 
(quoted above), but even though she is told not to 
wonder who Hince’s daddy is, she does wonder out loud 
in her diary. She hears that a black female slave’s 
children are slaves, but she makes clear that this 
“ain’t right.” She uses language to contest and not 
acquiesce to limitations others try to place on her 
mind. She also uses language reflectively to work 
through issues she is thinking about, such as her 
considering if working in the house or in the field is 
better or work or just not an important distinction in 
the end since “when it comes to bein’ a slave aine no 
good no matter where they got you workin’” (p. 6).  
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6. Describe a typical day for the protagonist on the 
plantation. 
Throughout the first 24 pages of the book, she 
mentions a wide range of activities that fill her day, 
starting with fanning the plantation’s mistress and 
her son while the mother tutors the boy. This is one 
of the most positive aspects of her day since she can 
take advantage of the learning opportunity while 
feigning disinterest. Once in a while she is able to 
slip off to practice her writing and to write in her 
journal/diary. Otherwise, she works in the main 
plantation house and kitchen. Her day starts when the 
roosters crow and since meals are served 8 am through 
6:30 pm, with preparation before and clean up 
afterwards, it is no wonder she goes to bed “feelin’ 
sick-tired” (p. 14). She mentions kitchen work such as 
churning butter, cooking morning to night, etc. She 
serves meals and does other housework such as dusting, 
washing, ironing, picking up after the messy house 
mistress. She runs errands and works in the house 
garden. She is whipped by the plantation master. She 
has no days off, not even Sundays, though she notes 
the field hands have Sundays off and she has a few 
hours on Sunday off. She is continually overworked and 
exhausted, leaving no time for herself except for 
those few Sunday hours, unless she is able to “slip 
away.” 
7. Who formed "family" for the protagonist? 
She had a mother who was “sent away” (p. 21) and who 
Clotee notes is now dead. Her mother is still an 
important of her life/family as she thinks about her 
often, talks to her and dreams about her. Her father 
died (drowned; presumably while trying to escape based 
on passage on p. 24). He is mentioned only that one 
time. Her current family consists of Aunt Tee, Tee’s 
husband Uncle Heb, and Hince, who is “like a big 
brother” to her. However, there are tensions as Clotee 
cannot trust any of them 100%—not with her literacy 
secret—in case they tell on her on purpose (even maybe 
Aunt Tee; p. 7) or slip up and tell by accident (e.g., 
talking about Uncle Heb p. 7).  “Home” is described as 
the entire plantation, including the plantation 
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owner’s family members and other slaves in the 
Quarters, but these are not described as family.  
8. What relationships did the protagonist foster with: 
• Other female slaves? She is friends with two teenage, 
female field hands, though there are tensions in their 
different positions and possibly due to the age 
differences (they are 15/16 and Clotee is 12) and gets 
to know the newer house slave Spicy in the first 24 
pages. Aunt Tee has a motherly role, but is still not 
trusted fully. 
• Male slaves? Hince is like a brother to her. Others 
have fatherly (Heb) or mentoring (Rufus) roles.  
• White males (e.g. slave owner, overseer)? Slave owner 
beats Clotee. Not much other mention is made of him 
with regard to her. He does favor Aunt Tee as he liked 
her cooking. He is described as “no gentleman” (p. 17) 
and “with no aesthetic sensibilities” (p. 19) by 
Clotee in her writing.  
• White females? Not much interaction, except Clotee 
uses her situation to learn from the white mistress, 
tricking her, and is critical of her in her diary 
(e.g., pp. 16-17) 
 
9. What role did religion play in plantation life and/or 
for the protagonist personally? 
The only mention of religion (pp. 12-13) references 
Christian religion, which seems important to the slave 
community on the plantation. Easter service is 
mentioned, but Henley does not allow services much – 
Rufus had to request it. Rufus knew the Bible from 
being the former slave of a preacher. Also, Master 
Henley will only let his “slaves” have more church 
services if they pray for his good fortune, don’t 
“shout[-] and carry[-] on ‘bout fredum” (p. 12). Rufus 
uses the service to send veiled messages to be strong 
and “face the lion” (p. 13).  Clotee wants to have a 
chance to read the Bible.  
10. What was the general treatment the protagonist 
received? 
By her “owners” she is overworked, demeaned, and 
beaten. With Uncle Heb, she is protected in that he 
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wants her to understand how things are (p. 24). By 
Aunt Tee she is protected and loved. See scene with 
the birthday cake (p. 21). Clotee seems to think life 
is a bit easier for her since she works in the house, 
than in the hot fields like her two best friends, but 
then again, she notes her long days, no day off, on-
call status day and night, and utter exhaustion, 
calling her own prior reflection of the more/less work 
distinction into question (see p. 6). She again opens 
up the distinction again later by noting working in 
the fields might be making Missy “mean” (p. 10). She 
does note that she has the opportunity to learn, but 
this is not “good treatment” but her own utilizing of 
a horrible situation for the best benefit she can. 
11. How were love relationships depicted? 
At least three loving marriages were depicted between 
enslaved people, and two other attractions between 
teenage pairs. All of the love relationships depicted 
were heterosexual relationships. One was a description 
of a grieving widow. One was the result of a forced 
marriage that ended up as a love relationship (Tee and 
Heb). Rufus and Aggie married in a love relationship 
based at least on Rufus’ attraction to Aggie. Her 
return of his affections was not noted, though she 
married him, is going to have a baby (p. 9) and 
everyone likes the couple, so the assumption is that 
they are a happy couple. Aunt Tee refused to “live in 
sin” when Heb was put in her quarters, and was 
subsequently forced to marry him, though she seemed 
fine with it in the book, demonstrating love and 
carrying toward him in her words and gestures (pp. 25-
26). Teenage Missy had “eyes for Hince” (p. 12). Hince 
seemed to be flirting with Spicy (p. 23).  
12. Did the author depict sexual experiences of the 
protagonist &/or other female slaves? 
• If not, type "No" in the textbox and skip to the next 
question. Not for Clotee, but it seems highly possible 
that Spicy was sexually abused/raped based on her 
behavior and demeanor, especially her reaction to 
Hince and the possibility raised of his being the son 
of either the plantation owner or his brother. Ola was 
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obviously also impregnated by a white male in a 
position of power over her.  
• What was the age of the protagonist's first sexual 
experience? Clotee: None yet. 
• With who was the sexual experience shared and was it 
unwanted or consensual? Clotee: N/A; Spicy – 
possibility see above. Also, one cannot make 
assumptions about how unwilling Hince’s mother Ola 
might have been, but regardless, her position as an 
enslaved woman means there is no way she had the 
freedom to fully consent or dissent to sex with a 
white man in a position of power.  
 
13. How did the author depict ways in which the protagonist 
&/or other female slaves: 
• Resisted their oppression? She resisted both in action 
and in thought. For example, she refused to accept 
limitations such as not being allowed an education and 
being asked to pray for her master’s good harvest, but 
not her own freedom, in return for being allowed time 
for church worship. See also comments under #5 above. 
Also, see the note that she refused to allow that 
Henley really owned her: “Mas’ Henley thinks he owns 
everything here at Belmont, but he don’t own me—not 
really”—not “what’s in my head. He cain’t own what’s 
inside me. Nobody can” (p. 5). Told not to think about 
freedom by Master Henley (p. 12), Clotee thinks and 
writes about it anyway (p. 14). Encourage to snitch on 
her fellow kitchen slaves, Clotee refuses, even when 
offered rewards (p. 15).  
• Initiated agency? She learned to read and write, 
turning her forced labor into her advantage in this 
one regard and tricking the plantation mistress by her 
pretending not to be interested in the tutoring 
sessions. She kept her own council on her secrets to 
protect herself. She knew clearly that slaves were not 
to learn to read and write (p. 3) so she did it 
anyway, just keeping it a secret—clearly an act of 
resistance.  
• Accepted or acquiesced in their subjugation? While she 
did her work out of self-preservation, she did not 
acquiesce. See note above. See notes above under 
resistance.  
	  
